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 Over the past 20 years, Learning Management System (LMS) software has become a 
standard part of teaching practices in higher education institutions.  These platforms were 
developed and sold with the promise of increasing student involvement, supporting teaching 
pedagogies, and enabling more distance learning programs.  While instructors and administrators 
have embraced various platforms that they feel will serve them best, there is need of a better 
theoretical framework to compare them. 
 In this dissertation I present a Model of Engaged Online Learning to explain the balance 
between human and technical elements of the situation of learning.  My model examines 
interactions among three points:  LMS Design and Affordances; Pedagogical Philosophy and 
Course Design; and Learner Characteristics and Motivations.  In my model I explore the concept 
that any change to one factor will affect and be affected by the other factors.  Most importantly, 
this relationship means that the design of LMS platforms results in a groove that biases the users 
to follow a designated pedagogy or a path of least resistance. 
 I believe my model can be used to guide comparisons of the structure and efficacy of 
LMS platforms.  I demonstrate this with two studies that show the interaction of instructors and 
learners with learning technologies.  The first study uses a mixed methods evaluative framework 
to compare the three largest LMS platforms by market share (Blackboard Learn, Moodle, and 
Instructure Canvas), along with an experimental social knowledge platform (Common Ground 
Scholar) being developed by University of Illinois researchers.  The second study uses an 
ethnographic framework to study a core course in the Master of Education program as it is 
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PREFACE: GROWING UP DIGITAL 
 One of my earliest childhood memories was the day my father set up our family’s first 
personal computer, an Apple Mac Plus.  It was situated on a desk in my parents’ bedroom in our 
old house, so the year must have been about 1988.  As an engineer, my father partially justified 
the expense with the fact that he would be able to do some of his “computer work” in the 
comfort of his home instead of having to go to the office.  For his children it was a magical 
portal into a new world.  My brother and I would dutifully swap floppy disks back and forth to 
load the Mac OS, MacDraw, MacWrite, and, of course, games like Stunt Copter and Dark 
Castle.   
With the desire that I would follow in his footsteps and become an engineer, my father 
encouraged me to explore computer technology and learn through play.  When his company (a 
large subsidiary of General Motors) depreciated out hundreds of computers and made them 
available to local non-profits, our basement became the storage unit and technology workshop 
for the Lutheran elementary school sponsored by our church.  I swapped components and 
refurbished dozens of machines to provide the school with a few computers for each class along 
with an entire computer lab. 
Looking back on these experiences, I can see how they led to my personal growth and 
development not only in technological knowledge but also in problem solving and design skills.  
I was building new knowledge about computers, networking, and electronic components because 
of my engagement with the creative process of building these systems.  However, I didn’t see the 
connection as I provided the technology to others.  In my view I was simply handing over a tool 
that we all believed was magically transformative without considering how the relationship with 
the tool would be different for each person who encountered it. 
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I relay these experiences because I feel that the journey of my PhD dissertation started 
out the same way.  I came to the Department of Education Policy, Organization, and Leadership 
(EPOL) after earning an MS from the School of Information Sciences (iSchool) because I 
wanted to study how people used technology for informal and collaborative learning.  I had 
always had a knack for using technology as a tool set and was now expanding my knowledge of 
learning theories to understand how they fit with tool selection.  It would take some time for me 
to fully appreciate the interplay between toolset and usage. 
 
Black Box or Toolbox 
 While the computer cases that Apple used at the time were a dingy beige that turned more 
and more yellow as they aged, they served as the archetypal black box.  In the parlance of our 
times, a black box is an opaque system that provides a standard output according to the input and 
activities engaged in by users.  Working with a black box can be frustrating when the user wants 
to engage it in a manner contrary to design assumptions, as it may be ill-suited to perform tasks 
in that way.  However, it can also be comforting to work with a black box when consistent, 
reproducible results are needed. 
 Callon and Latour (1981) described the usefulness of black boxes not only as 
technological tools but also as sociological constructs, as ideas and processes become black 
boxes that different actors can seize and build upon.  The black box transcends its components 
and moves beyond need for consideration because of its ability to reliably respond to input as 
needed.  However, they warn that this will inevitably lead to strife as actors engage them in their 
personal networks and use them in conflicting ways.  Their focus is the power relationships that 
form depending on which definition “wins.” 
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 While I appreciate the power struggle perspective for the insights it offers, I am more 
interested in looking at the ways that black box interaction defines the overall experience of the 
system user.  Looking at my own example of when I was refurbishing computers for educational 
uses, we can see that I gained experiences from the technology interaction that were very 
different from those of the individuals who used those systems.  While I may have had some 
indirect power over those users as the system administrator, the real difference in my experience 
came from the level of interaction I had within the black box.  Because I had the keys, the black 
box was open to me.  
 When I set up my dissertation research, my initial idea was to examine LMS platforms as 
a set of tools that people used to facilitate learning, more of a toolbox than a black box.  The 
conception of the LMS as a toolbox is not new, as many have used the terminology to describe 
how different components inside the system facilitate learning activities.  Lane (2008) wrote an 
article entitled “Toolbox or Trap? Course Management Systems and Pedagogy” that sums up the 
line of thinking well.  We can’t simply think of the LMS as a toolbox that anyone can pick up 
and be able to create new objects as if they have a blank slate for design.  The choice of tools 
available can trap the user into only doing what is most convenient. 
 Still, this toolbox metaphor was appealing because it would allow me to differentiate 
between systems based on an examination of their parts.  Even if a toolbox has a set collection of 
tools, there are a lot of LMS toolboxes available on the market for us to choose from.  Perhaps I 
could test to see whether each system had unique or similar features.  If they were unique, were 
they useful?  If they were similar, were they better or worse than the competition?  If the LMS is 
a toolbox, then we can determine which components of each box are superior for different 
learning tasks.  During my research, however, I found that this approach extremely limiting. 
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 I realized that a platform like an LMS can’t be compacted down to something as simple 
as a toolbox.  Sticking with the crafting metaphor, the LMS is more similar to a workbench.  A 
workbench contains tools like a toolbox, but it is much more than that.  The workbench provides 
a space for development; it is less portable but more permanent.  Jigs and extensions can be 
added to the workbench to expand its functionality, and users are encouraged to bring their own 
tools to supplement the environment.  More engagement can take place on the workbench if 
users take advantage of the relationships they can build with the people and the technology in the 
system. 
 
Opening the Black Box 
 As mentioned above, the black box of the computer system was much more open to me 
as the system administrator than it was to the elementary school users.  I began to think that this 
must be a large part of the reason why I felt so much more agency in the environment.  Could we 
see the same thing through an examination of LMS platforms?  Would these black boxes open up 
to us with more examination? 
 Callon and Latour (1981) reasoned that the more black boxes an individual could 
conceive in order to pack away the complicated relationships of tools and processes, the more 
broadly one could look at a situation and understand the big picture.  But I think that by doing so, 
we risk putting the black box out of reach and making the relationship stagnant.  The trade-off of 
reliability for simplification may not be worth it. 
 What we need instead is a way to invite more people to open the black box of the LMS 
platform.  This doesn’t mean that everyone needs to be a system administrator and install the 
software, of course, as this would be impractical.  Instead, individuals should be constantly 
 
5 
observing, modifying, and reevaluating their positions in the system to understand how they can 
cooperatively engage with the technology to meet their needs.  It means that as opposed to being 
passive users of the black box, they would be active developers of learning processes that choose 
how the systems are used. 
 Ultimately, this line of thinking is what brought me to my Model of Engaged Online 
Learning and my exploration of the way LMS platforms can fit within this framework.  I define 
this model as the balance between technological design, pedagogical philosophy, and learner 
characteristics.  Unlike the black box model, which posits that systems can become so reliable 
they disappear from our consideration, my Model of Engaged Online Learning looks at the ways 
technology can be shaped and changed.  I hope that this work can be a guide for others to make 





CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 
 The goal of technology is to provide a tool or system that will better the circumstances of 
the people who make use of it.  While this may seem at first to be a straightforward prospect of 
providing individuals with access to the tools and the training to use them, much more needs to 
be taken into consideration.  This is especially true when it comes to the electronic systems we 
use as learning technologies today. 
Critics rightfully point out that the problem of the “digital divide” is multidimensional, 
with limitations on technology use occurring because of national boundaries, economic disparity, 
and individual knowledge of how to act within the systems (Norris, 2001).  Individuals on the 
wrong side of the divide face disadvantages for engaging new learning systems.  On the other 
hand, overuse of electronic technologies can lead to Internet addiction disorder (IAD), which has 
shown significant correlation to brain abnormalities and behavioral impairment (Lin et al., 2012). 
But even from ancient days of learning technologies, critics were pointing out the ways 
that technology changes an individual’s relationship to knowledge.  In one Socratic dialogue, the 
wise teacher explores the nature of rhetoric with his student Phaedrus.  While his student is 
enamored with the written speech that a friend had recorded on a scroll, Socrates argues the point 
that dialogue and spoken rhetoric are far superior for engaging in the pursuit of truth and 
teaching others (Plato, 360 BC).  A written word can only remind one of the knowledge he has 
found; it takes active engagement with a partner to discover the truth that one seeks. 
 
Learning Management Systems 
Learning Management Systems (LMS) serve a special function of facilitating online or 
blended learning through networked information systems.  The LMS has been defined as a 
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platform “providing tools for content delivery, learning assessment, communication 
services…and course management” (Inversini, Botturi, & Triacca, 2006).  To achieve these 
goals, the LMS will start by incorporating a Data Management System (DMS) and/or Content 
Management System (CMS) as a basic part of the platform, giving learners access to course 
materials.  What sets a modern LMS apart from content management is the central role of 
interaction.  Learners don’t just have a repository of files or a database of information; they have 
the ability to communicate with the instructor and other students. 
The LMS can also be used as a central hub for linking content from anywhere across the 
Internet.  This differentiation is what makes the LMS an advanced eLearning platform, with 
features that are still evolving.  Of course, the ways that students and instructors use different 
LMS platforms will be influenced by the features and biases built into the system – sometimes to 
the point of being trapped into only using the features they are provided (Lane, 2008).  Each 
platform will have a “groove,” or a certain way that it wants to be used.  This “groove” is what 
Plato would refer to as the truth of the technology, that underlying set of qualities to which the 
object must conform. 
Even if we apply a modern constructivist lens to this framework, where we say that the 
truth of a matter is constructed by the needs and expectations of the people dealing with it, we 
still understand that this truth creates real capabilities and boundaries for our interaction with an 
object.  Like Socrates, we can peel back the layers of superficial details to bring forth a real 
understanding of the nature of these objects.  While instructors and students may subvert this 
groove if they desire, the groove represents a “path of least resistance” that is meant to be 
followed if one doesn’t consider – or doesn’t want to consider – other options.   
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The truth of these objects, these LMS platforms, is what sets the groove I’m referring to 
in saying that each LMS has a way in which it wants to be used.  In fact, it is impossible to create 
a system without creating a groove in some form or another.  As an example, an LMS might start 
off trying to be a blank slate but include a space for the instructor to upload a syllabus, make 
announcements, and specify learning objectives.  Even if everything else is blank, this system 
has a groove that shows the authority of the instructor to direct students and tell them their 
learning objectives.  This is a groove that would be counter to the idea of an emergent learning 
environment, where the instructor might be just another voice among in the community of 
learners.  There might be very good reasons why an academic university wants the LMS to have 
this authoritative groove, but it is a groove, nonetheless. 
According to industry analysis, the top three LMS platforms used among US higher 
education institutions are Blackboard Learn with 31% of the market share, Instructure Canvas 
with 30%, and Moodle with 18% (Edutechnica, 2018).  For this dissertation, I will be examining 
four LMS platforms used at the University of Illinois.  Unsurprisingly, the top three platforms 
used nationally also appear on my list. 
The University of Illinois Technology Services Department hosts an installation of 
Blackboard Learn as the official campus-wide LMS.  This platform is available for any instructor 
who wishes to register a class.  The Applied Technologies for Learning in the Arts & Sciences 
(ATLAS) Department hosts an installation of Moodle as the official LMS for the College of 
Liberal Arts & Sciences and the College of Education.  The instructional designers of these 
colleges have administrative privileges for this system and often steer instructors toward this 
option.  The School of Information Sciences also hosts its own installation of Moodle and has its 
own support network. 
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Canvas is not officially supported by the University of Illinois, but acquisition of a 
license for use has been discussed for several years.  Additionally, according to the “Big Ten 
University LMS Snapshot” produced for Purdue’s LMS Review, 12 of 15 institutions in the 
Academic Big 10 have adopted the Canvas LMS since 2012 (Purdue LMS Review Task Force, 
n.d.).  Hoping to attract interest, Instructure provides an institutional portal for Illinois instructors 
to host courses on its Canvas platform. 
I also examine one LMS that is not on the list because it provides a great deal of contrast 
to the other platforms.  Scholar by Common Ground is a social knowledge platform that brings a 
social media style of knowledge sharing to the learning technology realm.  This platform is 
developed by researchers in the College of Education and used to facilitate courses at the 
University of Illinois.  It also has a small but dedicated following among K-12 teachers, other 
university faculty members, and professional educators in the international NGO field.  As I will 
explain in more detail below, it is an example of how educators can adapt or create technology to 




Blackboard remains the largest and best-established learning technology company in 
higher education.  The original Blackboard LMS was developed by entrepreneurs and 
educational theorists who were contracted by Educause, the trade association for learning 
technology professionals, to help set standards for online education technology.  Blackboard 
began marketing CourseInfo as a product in 1998 (Bradford et al., 2007).   
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 Over the next decade, Blackboard moved aggressively to secure its position as the 
leading LMS provider.  The company built relationships with mostly higher education 
institutions at first, moving into the K-12 and corporate training market as it grew.  In 2005 
Blackboard acquired its largest competitor, WebCT, giving it control of 80% of the LMS market 
in North America.  Blackboard products are offered in more than a dozen languages to users 
around the world.  WebCT products were eventually phased out or merged into the Blackboard 
Learning System (Bradford et al., 2007; Lederman, 2005). 
The truth of Blackboard that sets the groove might be understood in this mission to 
provide higher education administrators with the tools they are looking for to facilitate 
courseware.  Blackboard took advantage of its dominance in the market to acquire additional 
learning products.  Sometimes it was an entire platform like WebCT (acquired in 2005) or 
ANGEL LMS (acquired in 2009) with not only a customer base, but features it wanted to 
integrate into its offerings.  Other times it was for add-on features such as the 2010 acquisitions 
of Elluminate Inc. and Wimba Inc., which were merged to compose the Blackboard Collaborate 
web conferencing tool.  Through my conversations with employees, I learned that the 
Blackboard corporate structure was effectively organized around these product development 
teams for several years. 
In my observations of students and instructors using Compass 2g – the University of 
Illinois branding for the LMS powered by Blackboard Learn – I found a wide range of interest 
and competencies.  Because this is the official campus LMS, it has the most users who are 
“drafted” into it, whether or not they want to be using an online platform.  This can be good or 
bad, depending on the situation.  Toward the lower end of the spectrum, some instructors are 
required to use Compass by their programs and use it simply for the purpose of distributing class 
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materials.  Students who interact with the LMS in this case find very little difference from 
downloading materials from a traditional website.  The exception might be that the instructor 
will also post grades in the online gradebook. 
On the other hand, Blackboard has tools that allow for a lot more interactivity between 
instructors and students.  The first feature that sets an LMS apart is the structural bias of 
arranging materials on a weekly basis.  While a regular website is literally a blank slate, waiting 
for HTML code to set the display, the Blackboard LMS organizes information into modules.  By 
default, these modules are weekly categories where learners encounter information and 
participate in activities at a steady pace. 
In addition to the weekly modules, a menu allows quick access to different LMS features, 
such as the quizzes, writing assignments, and discussion forums.  I think that it is important to 
note that in the development of Blackboard’s LMS, this menu came after the tools became 
prevalent, functioning like the site map of a traditional website.  While the menu link for quizzes, 
for example, might list all the quizzes that will be given for the semester (perhaps some 
inaccessible because the start date has not yet arrived), these quizzes usually correspond to a 
given week and are also present in that module.  Blackboard product designers I have spoken 
with believe that users have a better experience when there are multiple pathways to the same 
content. 
In general, instructors and students readily accept this model since it stays in the groove 
of traditional education models.  Students are used to taking classes where knowledge is built 
over the course of the semester, quizzes are given to assess ongoing progress, and then a 
comprehensive final exam or project serves as capstone to the semester.  There is also a space for 
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overarching materials like the syllabus, class announcements, and sometimes a discussion forum 
that sits outside the weekly structure. 
When instructors teach in this model, students have a good understanding of what is 
expected of them and how they can succeed.  Weekly engagement with literature and lecture 
materials is expected, followed by demonstration of knowledge through quizzes, papers, or 
discussion.  Students expect regular feedback on their performance, which usually comes as 
scores recorded in the online gradebook.  Instructors can automate some of these tasks with self-
grading quiz tools and also use the paper submission tool to leave annotations and quickly assign 
grades for written work.  There is even an analytical tool that can assign grades based on quantity 
of forum posts written and word count (though it takes manual review by the instructor to ensure 
academic quality of posts). 
Much of my examination of Blackboard has been to compare this LMS against a 
completely unstructured learning environment such as starting with a blank webpage.  I decided 
to look at the LMS this way because of the way Blackboard has historically set the trend as one 
of the first tools of its kind.  The subsequent analyses of LMS platforms will be as much in 
comparison to Blackboard Learn as to the empty framework of a blank webpage.  
 
Moodle 
Moodle is an open-source software platform that can be installed on servers or personal 
computers as an LMS.  The software was originally designed by Martin Dougiamas, who 
continues to serve as lead developer of the project.  Unlike Blackboard, which is proprietary, the 
Moodle source code is an open-source project and developed by the Moodle Developer 
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Community.  Control of the project is held by Moodle Pty Ltd., a company headquartered in 
Perth, Australia (About Moodle, n.d.). 
Dougiamas asserts that Moodle is different from other Learning Management Systems 
because it was developed with a Social Constructivism pedagogy.  He summarizes his pedagogy 
by saying that learners interacting in collaborative environments will learn “from the act of 
creating or expressing” and by “observing the activity of our peers.”  Therefore, “a learning 
platform needs to be flexible and adaptable” to respond to participants’ needs (Pedagogy, n.d.).  
Social Constructivism is a paradigm that knowledge is developed through social interaction and 
references to context, with an emphasis on theories like Symbolic Interactionism.  Learners are 
always actively creating their own understanding of reality and linking it to prior knowledge 
(Schwandt, 2007; Constructivism, n.d.). 
In practice, however, it is hard to say that Moodle is more pedagogically driven than 
Blackboard Learn or other profit-driven LMS companies.  The Learn@Illinois system, the LMS 
run by the College of Liberal Arts & Sciences, also serves the College of Education and College 
of Business, whose combined degree programs are filled by more than one-third of the 44,000 
students enrolled in the University of Illinois at Urbana-Champaign.  Another custom Moodle 
build, run by the School of Information Sciences (the iSchool), is run separately from 
Learn@Illinois but has many of the same features. 
What sets Moodle apart from Blackboard Learn is the fact that it was built from the 
beginning with adaptability in mind.  While Blackboard has worked to allow third-party apps to 
integrate with its LMS through the Learning Tools Interoperability (LTI) standard, Moodle’s 
open-source code has always allowed for skilled programmers to not only write tool integrations 
but also change the program itself.  Like many institutions that host their own Moodle builds, the 
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staff that runs Learn@Illinois includes developers who can modify the platform per user 
requests.  Moodle administrators can also apply different themes or develop their own to 
customize the look and functionality. 
This sets up an interesting dilemma for Moodle.  While Dougiamas had the stated goal of 
creating a platform that conforms to theories of Social Constructivism, the fact that he made his 
project open and collaborative means that the user base is often writing code that focuses on 
features instead of pedagogy.  These chunks get disseminated broadly as programmers who write 
modifications share them with the worldwide Moodle community.  While technocratic coders 
might think they are pedagogically agnostic, the true result is that Moodle is moved back toward 
the “classroom” metaphor of traditional LMS platforms – just as open-source Linux desktop 
interfaces are always mimicking the latest features introduced by Windows and Mac OS. 
In the case of Learn@Illinois, instructors are given more options instead of being pushed into the 
groove of weekly modules.  An instructor who requests the setup of a new course space is 
presented with a menu of organization structures.  While the default is to designate each module 
by the weekly schedule of the semester, other options include a social format that focuses on 
forum discussion space and a topic format that could be used for different topics of equal 
importance instead of the assumption that knowledge is cumulatively built on one theme week 
after week. 
Still, I found that students in Moodle worked within the LMS in much the same way as 
Blackboard Learn.  These students are aware of the fact that they need to access readings, 
assessments, and discussions in each weekly module.  Instructors have tools that auto-grade 
quizzes, provide a space for feedback on papers, and tie everything into the gradebook.  While 
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options are available that would allow the tool to be used in other ways – especially Dougiamas’ 
Social Constructivist pedagogy – I have not seen courses at Illinois make much use of it. 
While Blackboard’s “truth” was based on serving educators with a set of virtual tools that 
replicated the traditional learning environment, Moodle’s “truth” is providing the plans for these 
kinds of tools as a do-it-yourself kit.  The appeal for each kind of system can be seen by the way 
they are both offered at the University of Illinois.  While campus Technical Services charges 
each student a technology fee to pay for a subscription to Blackboard Learn that every course is 
able to use, ATLAS also collects money to run Moodle for the College of Liberal Arts & 
Sciences (as well as the College of Education and a few other departments that buy into the 
service).  While some of the motivation may be political, having closer access to the 
implementation of the product makes departmental stakeholders feel more empowered and 
invested in using the LMS. 
 
Instructure Canvas 
Canvas was developed in 2010 by Brigham Young University graduate students with the 
promise of a simpler LMS platform that is better able to integrate with social media (Israelsen-
Hartley, 2010).  For its image, Canvas tries to break away from academic formality, instead 
depicting itself as a hip and innovative startup.  Its promotional materials are much less about the 
products offered and more about how they transform learning through a change in mindset 
(Instructure.com, n.d.).  Functionally, however, I have found them to be very similar to both 
Blackboard and Moodle. 
Most of the literature about the adoption of Canvas as an LMS discusses the cost benefits 
and structural advantages compared to Blackboard.  In a report from Northwestern University, 
 
16 
administrators indicated that the core architecture of Canvas was more stable, with fewer outages 
and more frequent updates than Blackboard.  They felt that the mobile services were more 
comprehensive and the security of the system was better developed.  They were also very 
pleased that while the Canvas commercial license is a hosted platform on Amazon Web Services, 
there is also an open source version of the software available in case Northwestern ever needed 
to take over hosting itself (Learning Management System Review Group, 2014). 
Ultimately, Canvas came off as a more refined LMS than Blackboard Learn because of 
several key features, such as the class announcement center, discussion forums, assessment tools, 
and gradebook.  Blackboard Learn had been patched together through corporate acquisitions of 
products rolled into the platform each time Blackboard wanted to offer new features.  While 
Blackboard had to deal with the challenges of meshing these different systems into one coherent 
LMS, Instructure built Canvas from the ground up as a more tightly integrated system and gave 
third-party vendors the opportunity to connect LTI apps. 
Product designers from Blackboard and Instructure offer competing narratives for the 
logic behind the Canvas design.  Instructure designers point to their lean design as proof that the 
company is focusing on what is important – connecting students and teachers with course 
materials.  Additional tools for special tasks, like wikis, blogs, or scientific simulations, are 
better left for third-party development in a robust LTI app market. 
In conversations I’ve had with Blackboard employees, they concede that Canvas had a 
very good start and captured a lot of the growing market (as well as some former Blackboard 
clients) because of the flexible design and convenient hosting plans.  However, they contend that 
Blackboard has bounced back with organizational restructuring and serves clients not only with a 
more expansive product list but also with expert consulting services that can’t be matched.  
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While Blackboard also utilizes LTI standards, its own modules will be better supported and 
integrated than most third-party apps. 
Students would not have known about this background.  They just saw a platform with a 
different color scheme and a slightly different layout of tools.  I did notice comments that users 
liked the more modern look and more obvious tools and menu options to navigate around the 
site.  While it could be tempting to dismiss this as mere window dressing, we should keep in 
mind that a convenient user interface that boosts the motivation to stay on the site will help 
overall engagement, leading to more meaningful interaction with course materials (particularly in 
the case of a coerced population such as undergraduate students). 
One of the truths of the Canvas system may be the way it tries to simplify the LMS 
acquisition process for institutional administrators because it was created differently from 
products like Blackboard Learn.  Blackboard, for historical reasons, had to be very involved with 
university technologists to make the system work.  In the 1990s and early 2000s, the Internet 
infrastructure was not as robust.  If a university wanted students to use an LMS, it worked best 
for the university to run its own servers and self-host the software licensed from a company like 
Blackboard.  The LMS company would provide consultants to help install the software and work 
with institutional technologists to integrate it with university systems. 
Instructure, on the other hand, was founded after Software-as-a-Service (SaaS) and cloud 
computing became much more prevalent.  Institutions now had the ability to subscribe to the 
Canvas LMS hosted on Amazon Web Services rather than license Blackboard Learn or hire staff 
to implement Moodle on expensive servers that would require continuing maintenance.  Just the 
cost restructuring that eliminates up-front server purchases would be enough to make budget-
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conscious administrators consider this option, not to mention the other savings that might be 
realized at scale. 
  But how does this change the groove of the system?  It means that Canvas has less 
support and fewer niche features than Blackboard is able to offer.  For instance, Blackboard has a 
division that offers campus security systems with CCTV cameras and electronic door locks.  We 
can imagine a scenario where keycard access to campus labs is controlled by the Blackboard 
roster and a web tool could be built to allow a professor to decide when each of his/her sections 
gets access to use them.  Instructure employees frankly admit that they are unable to offer this 
level of service.  Instead, they want to remain focused on offering what they consider “core” 
LMS services and allow for flexible integration with vendors who could provide other services. 
 
Common Ground Scholar 
Scholar is an experimental LMS developed according to the New Learning pedagogies of 
Kalantzis and Cope (2012).  The developers describe Scholar as a “social knowledge platform” 
that is better equipped to take advantage of the ways that technology can provide online learning 
environments.  The platform specifically seeks to enable seven “affordances” of e-Learning, 
which are pedagogical concepts that educators have long theorized to be helpful but difficult to 
facilitate without technology (Scholar, n.d.; e-Learning, n.d.). 
Development of Scholar is directed by Professor Bill Cope, who leads the New Learning 
Pedagogies research group at the University of Illinois and heads the not-for-profit Common 
Ground Research Networks based at the Illinois Research Park.  Code for the system was written 
by developers based in the United States and India and paid through a series of research grants, 
project funding, and licensing agreements.  Ongoing production follows an agile development 
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methodology with features being added or improved based on perceived needs of active users.  
Dr. Cope sets the strategic roadmap and makes the final decision on what tasks will be given 
priority in each development sprint. 
Scholar is unique from the other platforms in the way that the core system is being 
actively developed for the pedagogy of a specific research team.  The Learn@Illinois Moodle 
system is close, as it has many customizations from ATLAS based on the way that the 
stakeholders want the system to perform, but the core Moodle software is much more open to 
multiple pedagogies.  It is the same for Blackboard Learn and Canvas. 
Insofar as it performs the role of an LMS, Scholar is vastly different from other 
platforms.  First, Scholar is not built around the standard groove of a traditional classroom, 
where course spaces have a clear separation between the authoritative instructor voice and 
student comments.  Instead of weekly modules or distinctly categorized discussion forums, 
Scholar communities feature a social media-style activity stream, where instructors and students 
can both post updates for discussion or sharing information. 
While a traditional LMS platform deals with a lot of file management concerns, Scholar 
is intentionally built to discourage document uploads.  For instance, in Blackboard Learn or 
Moodle, a student will often submit a paper by uploading a DOC or PDF file to the repository for 
grading.  The instructor will then either download the file or view the file in the document viewer 
(which can automatically convert files to PDF) to give feedback.  With Scholar, students are 
expected to write papers in the integrated semantic editor, which includes a feedback panel for 
instructors and peers.  Once edits have been integrated at the end of the process, the finished 
product may be published as an HTML or PDF document. 
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Perhaps what is most important to recognize about Scholar is that it seeks to forcefully 
replace the groove of traditional classroom interaction with a scholarly writing process.  Students 
are not accessing discussion forums that are separated into weekly intervals; they are engaged 
with a continuous feed of updates and comments.  When students write in the semantic editor, 
they are able to easily add hyperlinks, images, and other multimedia.  Writing projects also 
include multiple drafts with a peer review process so that students can receive formative 
feedback as the work is being composed. 
This is not to say that there aren’t other teachers on campus who are engaging in a critical 
writing process or finding ways to set a new groove for their students to follow.  Instructors 
always have the option of using different technologies not officially supported by the university 
or adapting existing technologies to be used in innovative ways, and many have done so.  While 
it has its own strong and weak points, part of the reason why Scholar was worth including in my 
study is because it is such a good example of pedagogically driven technology customization.  
When users engage in the Scholar platform, they are following a groove that was created 
according to the New Learning pedagogies rather than the traditional LMS model of a classroom 
metaphor. 
 Students who take classes in Scholar often find a steep learning curve to become fluent 
with the platform.  However, once they get into the groove, they often report feeling more 
connected with peers and more certain of what is going on in the course compared to other LMS 
platforms.  Clearly the Scholar development team has succeeded in breaking the typical mold 





The Danger of Self-Contained Systems  
With the plethora of options we have in LMS platforms and learning technologies, we 
run the risk of entering a mindset that technology selection is the most important factor for 
learning outcomes.  This can be understandable with the desire to “black box” situations that are 
messy and have many factors outside our control. Unless you are directly dealing with the 
situation at the ground level, it is advantageous to translate as many situations as possible into 
black boxes according to philosophies like Actor-Network Theory (Michael, 2017; Callon & 
Latour, 1981). 
The danger, as stated in the preface, comes in believing that the LMS itself is the only 
black box that needs to be considered and that technology selection can create the desired change 
in learning paradigms.  We need to remember that technology is only one part of the learning 
environment and that the interaction between learners and teachers is equally important, if not 
more so. 
Black and Wiliam (1998a, 1998b) made a similar point in their critique of the educational 
assessment process with a comprehensive review of the relevant literature from action-oriented 
educators and researchers and a strongly argued case for formative assessment.  According to the 
authors, educational systems and governments are trying to raise the level of academic 
achievement by setting standards that can be verified through summative assessment protocols.  
The problem is that standards dictated by fiat cannot be achieved and maintained across large 
dispersed networks such as national ministries of education.  Instead, educators must be 
continuously developing techniques of formative assessment that will help students become 
more engaged.  In a subsequent study with colleagues, the authors tested specific techniques that 
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would help students become partners in their own learning process (Black, Harrison, Lee, 
Marshall, & Wiliam, 2004). 
Ames (1992) is one of the educator-researchers who advocates for the restructuring of 
classrooms so that task-oriented goals help students focus on the mastery of practice.  Her 
outlook is that teachers can use their authority to help students develop independence.  She also 
believes that effort, as opposed to ability, is the key to success in learning.  This pedagogical 
approach fits well with my own theories about the necessity of engagement with LMS platforms 
and learning technologies. 
Just as a single classroom can’t be easily changed with a new assessment instrument, one 
can’t plug the black box of an LMS platform into an education system and expect a predictable 
effect.  LMS platforms need to be supported by pedagogical practices if they are to motivate 
students to be more engaged or follow any kind of focused program.  Yet that is generally not 
what is promised in the promotion of the software. 
The major LMS platforms tend to promote their products based on the highest ideals of 
what is possible, as outlined above.  Blackboard promises a comprehensive experience and 
complete connection between institutions and learners.  Instructure promises that the Canvas 
platform will be easy to use and innovative so that students want to be online.  Moodle claims to 
be built according to the principles of constructivism but is flexible enough to be modified in 
almost any way.  In each of these cases, their universality of function is directly at odds with 
their claims of providing specific pedagogical directives. 
Scholar is at least built to be pedagogically deterministic.  By focusing on building out 
collaborative writing and editing features and excluding items like a traditional gradebook or 
forum boards, the Scholar designers have used their authority to move students into a more 
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collaborative structure.  In this model the teacher holds the power of a referee who keeps the 
game moving, as opposed to a drill sergeant who orders specific tasks to be done.  But just 
because the software has a preference doesn’t mean that it must be followed, as I end up showing 
in my study.  In Chapter 3, I will detail how students using Scholar were directed to use the 
platform in a more limited way that didn’t take full advantage of its features.  So what can we 
make of this dilemma that platforms may not affect learning in the ways that we want? 
 
Model of Engaged Online Learning 
After extensively studying learning technologies and LMS platforms, I came to the 
realization that unless a concerted effort is made to stick to some philosophical foundation, most 
systems tend to move in the direction of the most convenient way for instructors to present 
information.  This makes sense, given the fact that technology designers generally sell their 
products to instructors and administrators.  As with the Social Constructivist background of 
Moodle, even though the platform is supposed to be based on a set of pedagogical values 
(Pedagogy, n.d.), it has become much more universal and flexible as developers update the code 
base.  A third factor must also be considered when we realize that the learners have their own 
characteristics that may or may not fall in line with the pedagogy of the instructors or the 
prerogatives of the designers. 
In order to explain the interaction between learners, pedagogy, and technology, I have 
developed a Model of Engaged Online Learning (Figure 1).  I felt that the development of a new 
model was appropriate because existing literature on the subject of learning technologies 
generally tries to focus on how technology can be affected by theories, or how technology can 
affect user experience, but not on how all of these factors relate to each other.  In my model, 
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First, there is the design and affordances of the LMS platform.  While the LMS will never 
completely determine how instructors and learners interact in an online situation, it can set a 
groove that will provide the path of least resistance when it comes to course design and learner 
interactions.  Second, there is the pedagogical philosophy and course design for a situation of 
learning.  This will certainly be impacted by the LMS design and the groove that it sets, but there 
are still many ways that an instructor can determine how a course will run within the framework 
the LMS platform provides.  Finally, there is the factor of learner characteristics and motivations.  
Even more so than instructors, students seem interested in supplementing and subverting 
learning systems to interact with the learning environment in the way they feel is best. 
When looking at the Model of Engaged Online Learning, it is important to see how the 
three factors relate to each other.  Each factor is important and necessary for the model to work.  
Without a learning system, pedagogical design, or learner interaction, it would not be possible 
for an online situation of learning to exist.  Also, each factor relates to the others and influences 
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their development.  But no factor completely determines the others, and each holds 
commensurate influence over the model as a whole. 
I chose a triangle to represent my model because of the interplay among the forces at 
work.  As a geometric shape on a two-dimensional plane, a triangle occurs when three lines 
intersect at three points.  We generally trim this shape so that the line segments start and end 
where they meet each other, but the truth of a line is that it travels infinitely in both directions.  
Even if the lines are moved along their axes, the triangle will remain in existence because the 
lines are more than the segments we see in the simple drawing of the shape.  In fact, three lines 
will always result in a triangle unless at least two of those lines are perfectly parallel.  What 
makes the triangle unique is how it is skewed and where it exists on the plane. 
Just as a geometric line is defined by the points it connects, the line that connects LMS 
Design and Affordances to Learner Characteristics and Motivations is defined by the force that 
comes from the interplay of these elements.  We might think of this line as being longer or 
shorter, depending on the quality of the elements in the model.  We might also think of the lines 
as paths for each element to affect the others.  When a point in a triangle moves closer to or 
further from the other points, the intersecting angle of the lines at that point changes – just as the 
quality of our elements can be changed through their interactions in the model. 
The key to making this model work is finding balance between the elements.  Often, we 
assume that if we just find the right technology, it will make learning easy.  But this doesn’t 
always mean that compromises need to be made on LMS design or pedagogical philosophy; it 
could mean that extra effort needs to be dedicated toward cultivating learner characteristics that 
better fit the learning situation.  It’s just important to remember that energy is always expended 
in one way or another to bring the model into balance. 
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 In my own practice and observation, I have seen numerous examples of how elements of 
the Model of Engaged Online Learning must be brought into balance by participants in the 
system.  Two great examples can be found in examining the development of Moodle and 
Scholar.  As mentioned above, Moodle was created by Martin Dougiamas for the purpose of 
promoting a Social Constructivist pedagogy, but there is little evidence that this mission is being 
achieved.  While teachers who believe in constructivist theories can and certainly do use Moodle 
as an LMS platform, the open-source and modular nature of the project means that any requested 
features can be added.  While this does mean that the new features could revolve around social 
interaction and knowledge building, they could also do the opposite. 
 An instructor could choose to use the flexible features of Moodle to run class in a most 
un-Interactionist way by using Moodle as a space to post readings and then hold a quiz for 
individual students to take without any human interaction.  Students could be required to do the 
readings and perhaps even take each quiz as many times as necessary to prove that they have 
received an adequate amount of information.  The gradebook would reflect overall progress and 
show when the student has earned enough points to have passed the course. 
Scholar, on the other hand, could never be used in this way.  Scholar doesn’t have an 
integrated gradebook or a quiz module that automatically grades student submissions.  Some 
might see this as a flaw in the system or as an unfinished part of the design in need of attention 
by the developers, but it actually makes perfect sense according to the New Learning pedagogies.  
These pedagogies promote knowledge building as something that should be structured around 
experiential interaction with peers, and the Scholar software reflects that.  Rather than being 
concerned about point values, students should be focused on the formative feedback they receive 





In subsequent chapters, I will explore examples of how pedagogy and LMS design 
interacted to affect learner experiences.  I particularly try to examine questions of how learners 
viewed the systems with which they were interacting.  In my final chapter, I will return to this 
comparison of Scholar and Moodle as systems that both claim to guide pedagogical best 
practices through their design and the ways that Blackboard Learn and Canvas each claim to be 
the best comprehensive system for student engagement online. 
The research questions that guided my dissertation are broad and interdisciplinary in 
nature.  Much of this is due to the diverse viewpoints and methodologies available in the EPOL 
Department.  In my PhD studies I have had the opportunity to work on projects that include 
learning system design, program evaluation, and philosophy of technology in education.  I am by 
no means unique in this regard, as we see an increasing number of interdisciplinary programs 
and centers in the academy that integrate with STEM.  At the University of Illinois, this includes 
the Carle Illinois College of Medicine (engineering-based medicine), the Siebel Center for 
Design (multidisciplinary design thinking), and a new bachelor’s degree in Information Sciences 
(technological skills with sociological perspectives). 
My first question:  Do the various LMS platforms have significant differences in design 
and performance?  This is an extremely difficult question because it requires us to determine the 
relative value of features and designs.  Obviously these platforms are different in some ways – 
they are built by different teams and have marketing teams (or evangelists) who highlight the key 
features.  But I want to determine if these differences are significant enough to affect the learning 
environment and elicit user response. 
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My second question:   Do users gain or lose motivation to engage in learning activities 
based on the learning environment?  This question gets tricky because I now must consider not 
only the LMS but also the pedagogical and philosophical background of the environment where 
students are interacting.  This can be true for any online environment but is especially true in 
formalized learning platforms where both the technologies and the activities will have 
pedagogical elements built in. 
My third question:  Do users change attitudes about learning based on the technology that 
they use?  This question not only looks at the differences in attitudes that students exhibit 
regarding learning when they are using (or are ordered to use) one technology versus another; it 
also looks at the change of attitude that comes from using technology over time.  The process of 
interaction is transformative as we adjust to the tools we are using, just as we are adjusting them 
for our own use. 
 
Dissertation Overview 
My questions become operationalized in different ways in the following chapters.  While 
my dissertation contains mixed methods research and different styles of analysis, it always seeks 
to examine the structure and efficacy of learning management systems through my Model of 
Engaged Online Learning.  This effort can be categorized into three parts:  First, I examine 
literature that provides the basis of existing learning theories and previous studies on learning 
technology systems.  Second, I share the results of research studies into situations of online 
learning that I have conducted in my doctoral research.  Finally, I examine how the previous 




While my own research studies are only able to offer pilot data for this line of inquiry, I 
add a valuable contribution to the conversation in how I set up my first study.  While most 
research studies that compare LMS platforms look at moving a course from one system to 
another, I ran four populations of students taking a single course with the same content in the 
same semester.  I then followed up with a second study that expanded my set of questions to 
capture more information about technology selection and privacy.  I will summarize my work in 
each chapter below. 
Chapter 1 introduces the topic of my dissertation and introduces the Learning 
Management Systems that I examine as types of education technologies.  I explain how these 
systems were formed, how they differ from one another, and how they may guide interaction 
from structural biases.  I also introduce my Model of Engaged Online Learning and explore how 
it applies to the ways learners and instructors interact with these tools. 
Chapter 2 is my review of literature pertinent to my dissertation.  This literature generally 
falls into three categories:  First, I have literature on sociological, developmental, and learning 
theories.  I believe it is important to examine fundamental theories of knowledge creation in 
order to consider how any tool might facilitate learning.  Second, I have literature on interactive 
learning that looks at the ways peers work together in the process of knowledge creation.  
Finally, I have literature on program assessment that supports the methodology of my 
dissertation research project. 
Chapter 3 is an explanation of the research methodology used in my dissertation research 
project.  I explain how my project examined two different online courses and used a mixed-
methodological approach to gather data about the learners, instructors, instructional designers, 
and technology platforms involved in the situations of learning.  I give background information 
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on the courses and describe my own involvement as a participant-observer, including how I 
maintained objectivity during data collection. 
Chapter 4 is an examination and discussion of the findings from the first part of my 
dissertation research, my study of the THEA 101 online course.  This data includes statistical 
analysis of a survey sent to the 383 students enrolled across the eight sections participating in my 
study.  It also includes qualitative analysis of the free-response answers included in the student 
survey, comments made in the student forums, personal interviews with the five TAs teaching 
these sections, and participation with the instructional design team.  Discussion focuses on what 
this data tells us about the way this data fits together. 
Chapter 5 is an examination and discussion of the findings from the second part of my 
dissertation research, my study of the EPS 415 online course.  This data includes analysis of 
personal interviews with students enrolled in the course, class interaction and forum posts from 
student participants, and my own participation-observation of project teams who invited me into 
their private spaces as they engaged in classwork.  I also examined the results of a survey sent to 
students enrolled in the course.  While I only received a 23% response rate on this survey, which 
precluded it from statistical analysis, it was useful for a general overview of attitudes and is 
included in my discussion of how this data fits together. 
Chapter 6 contains conclusions and recommendations developed from my dissertation.  
In this chapter I examine where we have come from and where we are going in the LMS 
landscape by comparing my research to other notable studies in the field.  I then look at four 
LMS platforms from my research and consider their potentials and affordances.  I also consider 
what it means to differentiate between the platforms as technological systems and the ways they 
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are used and return to my comparison of Scholar and Moodle as platforms that attempt to 
pedagogically guide instances of learning. 
Through this dissertation, we gain a better understanding of how users affect and are 
affected by learning technologies.  Much of the hype around technology focuses on style and 
features without enough critical examination of actual user interaction.  By understanding the 
balance between LMS design and affordances, pedagogical philosophy and course design, and 
learner characteristics and motivations, we will have a more realistic understanding of how 





CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW 
In this chapter I will review literature pertinent to the theoretical frameworks and learning 
technologies used in my dissertation.  First, I examine literature on psychological, sociological, 
and learning theories related to social and individual human development.  Second, I explore 
literature on technologies used in education and pedagogical practices related to technology use.  
Finally, I review literature exploring what it means to build knowledge in an online space and on 
the assessment and analysis of educational programs. 
 
Engagement in Pedagogy 
Lecturing is a prevalent method of receiving information because historically it was the 
easiest way to present information to large groups.  Our model of the university can trace its 
origins back to monastic institutions in the tradition of Benedict of Nursia in the 6th century 
(Cope & Kalantzis, 2015).  At that time, copying text was a laborious process, and it was much 
easier for one teacher to present the lesson than to have many students trying to read the same 
book.  The teacher was regarded as the unquestionable voice of authority and master of the 
lessons.  Benedict is quoted as saying “it belongeth to the master to speak and to teach; it 
becometh the disciple to be silent and to listen” (Benedict, 530). 
As time went on, our institutions evolved to embrace this mode of delivery.  Many have 
pointed out the ways that classrooms and auditoriums have an architectural design so that a large 
number of people can observe, but the people at the front of the room are most empowered to 
speak to the crowd and disseminate information.  Side conversations are considered a distraction 
and generally discouraged in this system.  Hundreds of years later, most faculty members report 
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that lecture is their default mode of teaching because it was the way they were trained and what 
they are most comfortable doing (Bonwell & Eison, 1991). 
There is nothing wrong with the lecture model of teaching, per se, but the problem is that 
we may be putting the cart in front of the horse.  When classrooms and auditoriums are built, the 
entire focus is on making sure that the information can be transmitted from the presenter to the 
audience.  Traditional lecture halls are narrow and deep, so that the speaker who is directing the 
topic of learning can see as much of the audience as possible.  The focus of the learners is on the 
lecturer and the focus of the lecturer is on the learners, but the learners do not focus on each 
other. 
We can already see a bias forming in the way that learning happens here.  When lecture 
notes are written, the teacher puts a lot of focus on how to keep the audience engaged with the 
material presented.  There is a stereotype of a lecturer being the “sage on the stage,” presenting 
more information than the students can process, which can sometimes be the case.  However, we 
can’t allow it to distract us from the utility of this model of information dissemination. 
Lectures are still used because they are so highly efficient.  Media may be more easily 
copied and distributed now that most people carry a super-computer integrated with their mobile 
phones, but there is still a desire for the personal connection that comes from a subject expert 
explaining and discussing interesting ideas.  We can see this online from the popularity of TED 
Talks, a modern incarnation of the lecture circuit.  While a privileged few are able to attend the 
Technology, Education, and Design (TED) conferences where TED Talks take place, millions of 
others are able to watch these short lectures on YouTube or the TED.com website.  However 
they view the lecture, most people will have a good experience and use it to gain knowledge. 
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The information that comes from a TED Talk lecture, a written newspaper article, or a 
History Channel program on pawn shops or ancient aliens doesn’t tend to formulate into 
knowledge without people discussing it with others.  Traditional newspapers were often passed 
from person to person, while modern news websites and the TED YouTube Channel have 
prominent “share” buttons to encourage dissemination.  The History Channel followed the 
ratings, concluding that more off-beat explorations of people, artifacts, and perhaps others in the 
past were of more interest to their audience than the 66th documentary of 1944 WWII history.  
The goal is not just to get people to consume the material, but to share it with others and talk 
about it. 
This discussion can be done informally, as in the case of popular materials for general 
education and entertainment, or it can be facilitated intentionally in learning environments.  The 
dialectic method is a form of instruction that is built upon the premise of discourse between two 
or more individuals as a path to true knowledge.  The Socratic dialogues written by Plato are an 
early example of this technique and showed how a well-informed teacher can lead an 
inexperienced student to make new discoveries.  Throughout the conversation, Socrates would 
use carefully worded questions to lead the student to analyze his understanding of prior 
knowledge and determine whether or not it was supported by reason.  This method, used for two 
or more parties to discover new knowledge together, is a classic educational tool to facilitate 
engagement. 
It may be no coincidence that the works of Plato, including the Socratic dialogues, 
became repopularized in the West during the Renaissance, when humanist education models 
started to separate from the church (Hankins, 1990).  Learner engagement was an essential part 
of developing the rhetorical skills necessary for civic life.  This is reflected in universities today 
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as they differentiate between lectures and seminars as course types, or have a large lecture class 
with smaller discussion sections that meet later.  The thought is that true engagement comes from 
dialectic analysis between a teacher and student that cannot occur in a lecture setting, as the 
teacher is too busy making sure that information is being delivered instead of facilitating the 
analysis. 
However, Burbules and Bruce (2001) describe dialogue in learning as something that 
goes beyond just the teacher/student (T/S) model of Socrates.  They give examples of many 
kinds of dialogue, including different kinds of student interaction both related and unrelated to 
the subject material at hand.  Dialogue is relational, situational, and can pertain to a text.  
Dialogue can be facilitated in a lecture, not just between teacher and student, but also as internal 
dialogue within the learner.  Dialogue can be facilitated in a lecture, seminar, or discussion 
setting, so long as the teacher is mindful about providing the conditions necessary for 
engagement. 
When the student is engaged through a dialectic lesson, we see good opportunities for 
interplay among elements of the learning process.  Students receiving information are not being 
asked to simply accept it as true, but are instead being asked to compare that information to other 
ideas and to discover ideas of their own.  Evidence supports the idea that this mode switching 
increases engagement and motivation.  This expanded notion of dialogue has been recognized by 
Lefstein and Snell (2011) as they explored the role internal dialogue played in cognition and by 
Howe and Abedin (2013), who recognized these theories as counterparts to their study on 
classroom dialogue and interpersonal communication in both spoken and textual form. 
Understanding that this sort of learning engagement can be facilitated in either a lecture, 
a discussion, or another methodology, depending on the pedagogical structure is key to 
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recognizing the flexibility of learning environments.  Classroom lectures can be excellent, TED 
Talks can spark exciting new interests, and news media continue to be an invaluable component 
of informing the public. Educators need to beware of allowing any defined (especially self-
defined) pedagogy or toolbox to trap them into a limited set of practices.  This is why Bonwell 
and Eison (1991) are concerned with the standardization of lecture as a default practice and Lane 
(2008) warns about becoming overly reliant on the features of an LMS that are easy to access.  
Pedagogical and technological assumptions can result in a teacher becoming disengaged from the 
learning process. 
Ultimately, it’s not any pedagogy or even technology that makes a learning environment 
great or terrible – though they can certain have an effect.  What makes a learning environment 
great or terrible is the overall facilitation of the material, the medium, and the participants.  My 
Model of Engaged Online Learning accounts for this by examining the interplay among the three 
elements:  LMS Design and Affordances, Pedagogical Philosophies and Course Design, and 
Learner Characteristics and Motivations. 
 
Theories of Learning Development 
As the education field became professionalized in the 20th century, scientific methods 
were employed to develop theories about the nature of learning.  Researchers and theorists 
sought explanations for their observations that would go beyond the old philosophical models.  
Two major fields developed to explain how knowledge is gained and processed.  While the 
century started with the dominance of Behaviorism, these theories were eventually challenged 
and unseated by Cognitivism. 
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Behaviorism became established as a psychological school thanks to John B. Watson, 
following the research of conditioning and reflex by Ivan Pavlov (1910).  Watson (1913) 
described behavioral psychology as an “objective experimental branch of natural science” (p. 
158) that does not recognize a difference between human and animal behavior.  While other 
forms of psychology try to analyze the consciousness of humans, Behaviorism focuses on a 
person’s reactions to various situations and stimuli.  Watson believed that focusing on 
consciousness was purely speculative, since an outside observer can never know what is 
happening in the elements of the mind.  Examining stimulus and response would be the way that 
psychology could advance as a field (Watson, 1913). 
B. F. Skinner (1938, 1974) developed his theory of Radical Behaviorism as a philosophy 
of science that rejects the idea of free will and says that all action is actually the result of 
expected consequences.  If we think that we are acting based on emotions or sentiment, it is only 
because we are imagining justifications for our behavior after the fact.  Individuals can only act 
within the limits of their natures, and if they want to affect their development, it is best to 
practice reinforcement on the behaviors that suit them well. 
Skinner’s influence on Behaviorism set the direction of future research and helped project 
the philosophy into other fields such as education.  From a pedagogical standpoint, Radical 
Behaviorism is interwoven with more of our educational practices than we might readily admit.  
Curriculum tracking might be seen as a behaviorist model for sorting students into the best 
categories for success.  Any “practice makes perfect” routine may be a behaviorist model since it 
relies on repeating the action until it becomes like a reflex. 
Cognitive learning theories differ from behavioral theories because they accept the 
premise that personality is a real force that moderates individual behavioral responses.  Some of 
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these routines, such as “practice makes perfect,” can also be incorporated into a cognitive 
framework.  It is often the case that new information is difficult to understand and process until 
the learner has sufficient time to grapple with it.  Or students may have the opportunity to choose 
a curriculum track based on their own interests.  
Jean Piaget was one of the pioneers of cognitive learning theories for children, first 
putting forth the idea that they have mental facilities that are different from those of adults.  
Piaget (1952) developed a theory of cognitive development that said children proceed through 
four phases in which intelligence develops by discovery of new knowledge.  
Contemporaneously, Lev Vygotsky developed his theories that children develop cognitively 
based on sociocultural experiences with adults and older peers.  While Piaget theorized that the 
exploration of ideas was largely internal for the child, Vygotsky placed much more importance 
on social interactions (McLeod, 2018). 
 
Social Learning Theories 
Following in this tradition, Kenneth Burke described human beings as “symbol-using 
animals” (1966).  He posited that human beings do not just rely upon their personal experiences 
or direct sensory input to form an understanding of the world around them, but also rely on 
knowledge that is transmitted from others.  Understanding language is the most basic way to see 
this concept, as we literally use symbols – letters and words – to convey a concept to another 
person. 
Symbolic Interactionism took the concept of knowledge as symbolic units into the realm 
of social psychology.  Sociologist Herbert Blumer, who wrote the seminal book on the subject, 
coined the term and credits his teacher George Herbert Mead as laying the intellectual 
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foundations.  These symbolic units are called objects in the theory, whether they are physical 
objects, social interactions, or abstract ideas. 
Blumer (1969) summarizes the approach by saying that human beings react to the world 
around them based on the meaning that they ascribe to objects.  Individuals continually develop 
in a recursive pattern as they encounter the environment and objects in it, act on the situation, 
assess the reaction of the various objects in the environment, and then prescribe meaning to those 
objects that will be used for future encounters.  This is an essential part of the formation and 
continuation of knowledge and consciousness for each individual. 
Blumer helps illuminate the difference between Symbolic Interactionism and 
Behaviorism with a comparison of objects to stimuli.  While a stimulus is a force that acts upon 
the individual, an object is something to which the individual ascribes meaning.  “Instead of the 
individual being surrounded by an environment of pre-existing objects which play upon him and 
call forth his behavior, the proper picture is that he constructs his objects on the basis of his on-
going activity” (Blumer, 1969, p. 80). 
Mead’s philosophies of Symbolic Interactionism became popular because of this very 
balance.  “Mead’s theories provided an excellent alternative to the extremes that were operating 
from an individual-generated perspective,” said Meltzer, Petras, and Reynolds (1975, p. 18).  
“Mead attempted to account for the ways in which these processes worked in human society, 
where men and women, given the nature of individual and social life, were both determined and 
determiners at the same time.” 
This means that individuals are not simply formed by the world around them; nor does 
society emerge from the attitudes of the individuals who live there.  Instead, the interplay 
between both the individual and collective shapes how both will develop.  Blumer (1969) 
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recognizes John Dewey, a contemporary and colleague of Mead, as being a fellow founder of the 
Symbolic Interactionism philosophy.  Both men believed that educational systems must be 
designed to take this interplay and accumulation of knowledge into account.  However, Meltzer, 
Petras, and Reynolds (1975) note that while Dewey was insistent that large-scale social reform 
must happen in order to best direct this process, Mead became less concerned with that over time 
and perhaps more contemplative on observing the process. 
Dewey (1896) describes the “reflexive art” of coordination.  When a situation is 
encountered, the individual learns how to react from past experiences.  For instance, if a child 
burns his hand in a flame, he will know to draw his hand away from fire when he sees it.  The 
stimulation of fire causes the response of recoil based upon the past experience of pain, but it 
does not end with just the response.  This is a system of “coordination” that is part of the human 
experience which will lead to inquiry. 
Dewey (1938) describes “inquiry” as the process by which individuals transform an 
indeterminate situation into one that has a unified and determined structure.  What he means by 
this is that a determinate “situation” has an understood structure with common elements.  For 
instance, when we say that something happens in the classroom, our audience evokes the image 
of a room with a chalkboard and a collection of desks or tables where students sit.  They 
understand that in this situation, a teacher works with the students to help them engage with 
subject materials and learn new knowledge. 
Dewey is sure to stress that the various elements of a situation can be considered more or 
less essential.  It’s not as important whether the students have individual desks or work together 
at tables.  What’s more important is the element of learning that happens when students have the 
agency to become interested and decide to engage a subject themselves.  It has been pointed out 
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that this is a key place where Dewey breaks from earlier theorists such as Vygotsky, who 
believed that learners needed much more guidance in order to learn from mentors in the right 
way (Glassman, 2001). 
The understanding of situations is also likely to evolve over time as elements change.  As 
computers become more prevalent, we may be likely to think of laptops or iPads as elements of 
the classroom.  They may even come to replace the element of textbooks.  This is an example of 
the continuous examination and reevaluation of situations that led to theories like Symbolic 
Interactionism. 
With Dewey’s concept of situation, we can see how individuals classify the 
circumstances of their surroundings and act in the way they believe the situation warrants.  When 
individuals are in a classroom situation, whether it be in place or online, they are ready to take on 
the role of students or teachers and engage with the elements as such.  When individuals enter a 
social media space, they may see this as a less formal situation and act accordingly.  If we want 
to understand the actions of individuals we are studying, we need to understand the ways they 
interpret the situations in which they take part. 
Bruce and Wasser (1996) examined inquiry as a key activity of children and concluded 
that knowledge is the by-product of engaging in meaningful activity.  Their inquiry model for 
literacy stresses that teachers should support the process of inquiry by helping students 
investigate questions.  They may not always have the answers at hand, but they can encourage 
the students to stay engaged and investigate along with them. 
Bruce and Bishop went on to define the Inquiry Cycle, which was a suggestive 
characterization of inquiry-based learning drawing from Dewey’s concepts of reflective action 
and curiosity (Bruce & Bishop, 2002; Casey et al., 2009).  The Inquiry Cycle stresses that 
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learning is a process in which each question furthers the process: Ask, Investigate, Create, 
Discuss, Reflect – and repeat.  Communities of inquiry engage in this process together to make 
meaning as they draw from different dimensions of knowledge. 
 
Theories of Situated Learning 
While the Deweyan concept of situation is rather individualistic, others have brought 
forward ideas of learning that are much more collaborative and relationship-dependent.  
Haraway (1988) examined knowledge and perspective with a feminist lens, trying to address the 
question of how individuals could gain “scientific” and impartial knowledge of a subject when 
they start with specific context.  She concludes that individuals need to recognize and embrace 
that what they possess is situated knowledges of the communities from which they come.  She 
says, “The only way to find a larger vision is to be somewhere in particular” (p. 590).  People 
cannot understand what they are seeing unless they understand how their gender, ethnicity, 
sexuality, and ability factor into where they stand in relation to the subject. 
Actor-Network Theory (ANT) would emerge from the black box premise of Callon and 
Latour (1981), with influence coming from scholars including Marx, Whitehead, Kuhn, Serres, 
Foucault, Greimas, Barathes, and Haraway (Michael, 2017).  ANT looks at every individual and 
every object (including technological objects such as personal computers or LMS platforms) as 
actors in a network of interactions with each other.  As an individual “translates” different 
objects and people into the network around him, he gains meaning from the knowledge and 
relationships he builds with them. 
In ANT, no distinction is made between the human and non-human actors that interact 
because they can have equal effects on the network.  Latour (writing under a pseudonym) makes 
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this point in his essay on a door-closer that broke, or “went on strike.”  The fact that this 
mechanical device was broken had the same effect on the network as if a live door porter had 
walked off the job, in that people who were normally accustomed to the door automatically 
closing behind them now found the task going unfulfilled (Johnson, 1988). 
It is interesting that the viewpoints of feminists like Haraway would be incorporated into 
the structure of ANT, as this ontology rejects the idea that race, class, gender, or other physical 
characteristics should be definitional to the identity of the actor.  But it was noted that while 
physical attributes don’t make a difference regarding the definition of an actor, those attributes 
might have an effect on how other actors respond to them.  Thus, they need to be observed and 
accounted for (Michael, 2017).  
Lave and Wenger (1991) describe situated learning as a process that takes place in a 
defined setting.  Understanding situated learning is important because the acquisition of 
knowledge and development of skills do not take place in a vacuum.  Learners gain this 
competency by participating in communities where they can collaborate with mentors and peers.  
Even in the formal classroom we still see the outlines of situated learning, with a teacher 
presenting the canon of knowledge and students discussing how it relates to them. 
The example presented by Lave and Wenger (1991) is the apprenticeship model that has 
been a part of human society since the development of skilled professions.  An apprentice does 
not gain ability simply by watching a master perform a certain task.  If that were possible, we 
would have no need for skilled professionals, as we could just show each other how to do each 
task. 
The reality is that knowledge is developed with practice and engagement.  Lave and 
Wenger (1991) say that true development of knowledge actually results in a shift in identity of 
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the person practicing the trade, similar to the way Blumer (1969) points out that an individual is 
changed by every interaction with a new object.  A boy can learn to spin a yo-yo and perhaps 
make it sleep, spinning in place, with an hour of practice.  But it would take him days or weeks 
of experimenting and comparing techniques with other practitioners before he could perform 
advanced tricks without snaring up the string. 
The objects that apprentices interact with are not just masters and techniques; there are 
also other apprentices and journeymen.  This “community of practice” provides the space where 
information can flow between the individuals involved with the knowledge and techniques of the 
trade.  What is most important in this framework is the participation in the community.  An 
apprentice may start off as a peripheral participant, mostly watching the work being done and 
assisting the workers with low-skill tasks.  As the apprentice starts to understand the techniques 
at work, tasks more suitable to the apprentice’s skill level are assigned. 
At this point in the apprenticeship process, it is important to note that it may not be the 
master who is showcasing skill sets.  The techniques of the master are far beyond the 
understanding of an apprentice, who cannot yet relate to the master’s work.  The apprentice will 
learn more by working with other apprentices and journeymen, who will help their peer perform 
the tasks needed for each job.  Engagement with community practices helps to promote 
confidence in skills and greater understanding of the craft.  At some point, the apprentice who 
has advanced far enough will work directly with the master, and they will begin to collaborate.  
Advanced journeymen and masters work together not only to perfect established techniques, but 
also to co-create new techniques that advance the craft as a whole. 
Many people embrace the theory of situated learning because it is real, practical, and 
contextual to the situations they see every day.  In that way it is very much informed by Dewey’s 
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concept of situation.  Situated learning can be a way to look at how a student finds a place within 
a situation and chooses to participate as a part of it.  Communities of practice, in particular, are 
dependent upon the fact that participants have different skills, different motivations, and different 
levels of expertise while engaging in activities together. 
The community of practice does not just exist in the apprenticeship model; it can arise 
anywhere that people come together to collaborate on a common domain of interest.  Wenger, 
McDermott, and Snyder (2002) expand on the community of practice as having three parts: 
domain, community, and practice.  The domain is the reason for existence, a common ground 
among participants that guides what is part of the canon of knowledge and what falls outside the 
canon.  The community is the shared identity of participants.  While not all members may have 
the same level of participation or competency, it is essential that they feel open to sharing 
knowledge and interacting with each other.  The practice is the framework of knowledge and 
technique that participants are working to develop.  In the canon, everyone must master basic 
skills, and advanced participants work on advanced skills together. 
Online communities of practice have been described as a framework for formal 
educational systems through pedagogies like blogging assignments (Yang, 2009) and for 
informal professional development networks through online forums (Gray, 2004).  Jenkins 
(2006) and Jenkins, Ito, and boyd (2016) describe how grassroots methods of peer teaching and 
learning take place through online community interactions.  The members of these groups come 
together because of common interests in media franchises or other fandom fields.  While the 
members of these communities work together to create cultural artifacts, they learn from one 




Examples of Social Learning 
Examples of social learning systems are all around us as people form groups to explore 
ideas and build knowledge.  As mentioned above, the Scholar platform was built on the idea of 
the New Learning pedagogies which include ubiquitous learning, active knowledge making, and 
collaborative intelligence as key affordances (Kalantzis & Cope, 2012).  Teachers who build 
pedagogies with these affordances are attempting to remove the mindset of learning as an 
individual, situated activity and adopt this social model instead. 
Ubiquitous learning was first proposed by Nick Burbules and quickly became an 
important part of many learning paradigms (Burbules, 2009).  This affordance envisions learning 
as an activity that must go beyond the constraints of space and time that the traditional classroom 
and course schedule structure often pushes educators to take, conceiving learning as a life-long, 
continuous activity instead (Burbules, 2006; Haniya & Rusch, 2017).  Active knowledge making 
stresses the concept of constructivism, arguing that learners do not gain knowledge by passively 
receiving information, but instead build knowledge through engaged activities (Amina, 2017).  
Collaborative intelligence focuses on the social aspects of knowledge creation that come from 
peer interaction and feedback, particularly in the formative stages of knowledge creation 
(Blanken-Webb, 2017). 
Another great example of informal social learning is the maker movement.  The maker 
movement can be thought of as a network of communities that create items they need for 
everyday use instead of relying on the old industrial production model to provide them with 
these items.  By creating their own clothing, tools, utilities, and other physical items, they are 
able to customize them for personal taste and feel more empowered through the creative process 
(Halverson & Sheridan, 2014; Hatch, 2013; Dougherty, 2012). 
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Halverson and Sheridan (2014) note that local makerspaces are generally the physical 
headquarters for a community of practice in the maker movement.  Because the maker 
movement is concerned with creating physical objects, participants benefit from access to 
specialized equipment like industrial sewing machines, 3D printers, laser engravers, and milling 
machines.  Experienced users help new users learn how to use the equipment and create new 
items.  Most often the makerspaces are open to the general public and staffed by volunteers who 
organize to perpetuate the community.  Information passes between local communities and the 
larger movement through publications, conferences, and online discussions (Lang, 2017). 
On the Internet, users have carved out online spaces not only to find information but for 
self-expression.  There is an interesting dichotomy in this way this is expressed, because we 
often think of physical interaction as being different from our modes of online interaction.  
Glassman and Burbidge (2014) argued that we should recognize that online technologies bring 
great opportunities for a “flow” of information to learners, but that education is still best when 
grounded in a physical place.  They represent a common perspective in educational theory that 
these face-to-face connections with other learners offer superior opportunities for interaction and 
learning. 
While I agree with the authors that learning is best grounded in a “place” where the 
learner can process information while interacting socially with members of a community, I 
believe that modern technology allows that to be done virtually.  Through the virtual space, users 
are able to transcend the boundaries of time and geography.  They can post a message on a 
message board and get a reply from a colleague a few hours later, when the colleague has had a 
chance to read and compose a thoughtful reply.  Or a teacher can hold a video conference in real 
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time and lead a discussion with students around the world (or at least in as many time zones as 
students are willing to be awake and log in to the session). 
As a quick aside, this has been true to an extent ever since the advent of the written word, 
as letters and essays have been used as a way to distribute ideas and facilitate discussion without 
a physical presence.  While not everyone has a personality suited for academic engagement 
through correspondence that travels slowly across time and distance, the great philosophical and 
technological breakthroughs of modernity wouldn’t have been possible without the scholars who 
were able to do so.  Fortunately, modern technologies which allow for multiple modes of near-
instantaneous communication go even further to increase accessibility for more people. 
One of the earliest examples of a virtual space is the MUD – short for Multi-User 
Dungeon (or Domain) – which got its start in the 1980s as a space where players could interact in 
text-based fantasy role-playing games.  Kendall (2002) wrote about a MUD called “BlueSky,” 
which she compared to a pub.  Community members would log on to the online space instead of 
walking through the front door, but for all intents and purposes, it was still a place for 
conversation and interaction.  Most importantly, like a physical place, it had a set of customs and 
beliefs that members accepted as being the basis of their community values. 
While members of BlueSky would visit different online spaces, most of them regarded 
this particular MUD as their home.  In fact, they had built their online space specifically to suit 
their values after clashes with divergent groups on other MUDs, just as a fraternal order might 
build a lodge building to host meetings and functions.  Their MUD would not be a space for role-
playing, but rather a space for conversation and support.  They sought advice for personal or 
professional issues and shared information on a job board for those who might be interested in a 
new career (Kendall, 2002). 
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Burbules (2004) also compares physical place and online space in his essay on virtual 
immersion.  He points out that what makes something a “place” is the social meaning that the 
space holds.  The place is important to people, holding a unique identity among other places.  It 
will develop over time, evolving as the needs and characteristics of its people change, but it gains 
meaning through the interactions of the community members.  Each individual will have his or 
her own special connection, to be sure, but those perceptions will have been shaped by the 
relationships shared with everyone else who was part of the place. 
Even before the Internet rose as a mainstream tool for information sharing, education 
scholars have been questioning the line of thinking that says teachers are responsible for 
education.  I am not trying to downplay the importance of teachers here, as they are certainly an 
important part of the process.  Teachers can serve as helpful guides on the path to knowledge, 
organizers of learning activities, or judges of whether or not a lesson has been learned.  
However, we risk downplaying the importance of the students when we take the focus off of 
them as primary players in the process of learning. 
In my own research (Rusch, 2009), I observed how fans created, produced, and released 
subtitled versions of Japanese anime media that would regularly receive up to one million unique 
downloads per episode.  These amateur producers formed well-organized communities that 
obtained raw media, translated the dialogue from Japanese, added English subtitles, and re-
encoded the video into a format that would be easy to share with the fan community – all within 
a day.  At the same time, they would bring new members into the group and train them to take 
over steps of the production process, ensuring there would be a pipeline of team members to 
continue a smooth process.   
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Experiences like these show how motivated individuals can form situated learning 
communities regardless of whether they are part of formal education institutions.  Jenkins (2006) 
wrote about similar communities in his analysis of convergence culture, the process that links 
diverse media content into an active experience for consumers.  In this setting fans don’t just 
passively consume the stories being told; they actively seek out additional information and 
propose theories and explanations for the narrative.  In their quest to interact with the stories they 
love, including efforts to remix old content into new works that can be added to the collective 
repertoire, they develop sophisticated techniques for media creation and collaborate to advance 
their practice and spread their knowledge. 
 
Qualitative and Evaluative Research Techniques 
Theories related to techniques and practices of program evaluation served as an essential 
guide to my methodological framework for designing the research studies in my doctoral work.  
In particular were the ideas of qualitative field research as well as utilization-focused and 
standards-based evaluation.  Evaluative methodology focuses not just on the questions of how or 
why a situation is the way that it is, but how the situation could be improved or changed to work 
differently. 
Lofland and Lofland (1995) stress that interpersonal interaction between the researcher 
and subjects produces the richest possible data set.  The researcher, as an instrument, will be able 
to capture not only the words spoken in an interview but also the nuances and tone behind them.  
This process builds on the information it collects and is continuously refined by the researcher 
along the way, so that an ever-closer connection to the research subjects can be made and the 
data set becomes richer as a result. 
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Patton (1986) insists that effective program evaluations must be designed so that they can 
be utilized by the primary users of a program.  Unlike other methodological models (including 
other evaluative models) that focus on the program leaders or technological infrastructure, this 
utilization-focused evaluation model is based on the belief that all the primary users should be 
engaged in the evaluative thinking process.  Patton says, “I now posit that rigorous evaluative 
thinking combines critical thinking, creative thinking, inferential thinking, and practical 
thinking” (2018, p. 21). 
Stake (2004) describes standards-based evaluation as methodology that is explicit about 
all of the factors that go into the evaluation.  The seven factors that he identifies are recipient 
needs, program goals, evaluation criteria, evaluation standards, synthesis weights, staff and 
recipient performances, and program costs. 
While standards-based evaluation mostly focuses on measuring certain criteria to ensure 
accountability, Stake (2004) describes responsive evaluation as a complementary system to 
standards-based evaluation.  Responsive evaluation relies much more on interpretive thinking, 
imagining what could be possible in response to the problems that are found in the current 
system. 
My two studies of online courses, which I will cover in the next chapter, were set up 
based on Patton’s and Stake’s models.  In accordance with Patton’s emphasis on user 
engagement, I engaged the head of the instructional design team for Fine and Applied Arts as 
part of my survey design and assessment for the THEA 101 students.  I also incorporated Stake’s 
criteria into my evaluation instruments for both course studies.  Later, I used Eisner’s model of 
educational program and connoisseurship to make sense of my findings. 
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Eisner (1994) breaks from the more technocratic forms of evaluation and advocates for 
education evaluation by expert practitioners in a qualitative manner.  The education evaluator 
needs to be proficient in criticism and connoisseurship.  Connoisseurship is defined as having the 
background knowledge necessary to make expert judgements on the data being collected.  
Criticism is defined as the ability to describe, interpret, evaluate, and identify themes of the 
curriculum publicly, based on the experience of private connoisseurship. 
What is interesting about Eisner’s connoisseurship model is the incorporation of the 
expert educator as a tool in the evaluation.  While other models try to develop tools that limit or 
remove the human element from data comparisons, this model recognizes that the connoisseur 
can perceive elements of style and technique that go beyond standardized tests or simple criteria 
satisfaction.  The evaluator becomes an essential guide to breaking down the situation in a 
holistic manner and passing that understanding on to others. 
 
Conclusion 
The common theme throughout this chapter is how psychological, sociological, and 
learning theories all affect the development and use of learning technologies.  I hope that an 
examination of these theories has shown how my Model of Engaged Online Learning has grown 
out of a need to explain how they fit with learner development and collaboration.  Collaboration 
in online spaces may be a new mode of interaction, but it is not that different from the previous 
goals and methods of educational programs.  If anything, the advancement of electronic 
communication has simply made it easier for teachers and program facilitators to implement 




CHAPTER 3: RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 
In this chapter, I will examine the research methodology used to conduct this research 
project.  I utilized an evaluative mixed-method approach with participant observation, oral 
interviews, and quantitative analysis of survey questionnaires.  For this utilization-focused 
project, I designed my collection tools and analysis in such a way that the resulting data would 
be useful for LMS stakeholders to “reduce uncertainties, improve effectiveness, and make 
decisions” (Patton, 1986, p. 39). 
This was an exploratory study intended to help establish priorities and suggest best 
practices for future research opportunities.  I made efforts to remain flexible in my data 
collection so that I could cast as wide a net as possible for emergent issues. 
 
Criticism and Connoisseurship 
 An essential component of my analysis comes from the theories of educational criticism 
and connoisseurship proposed by Eisner (1994).  While criticism is the “art of disclosure” of 
particular circumstances and qualities, “connoisseurship provides the fundamental core of 
realization that gives criticism its material” (pp. 215-216).  In order to develop educational 
connoisseurship, one must have a great depth and breadth of experiences from which to compare 
new situations, as described in the literature review. 
 My development of educational connoisseurship comes from a decade of teaching, 
supporting, and researching educational endeavors with information technologies.  As the 
instructor of record for both undergraduate and graduate courses at the University of Illinois, I 
made use of LMS platforms to organize and deliver course materials and activities to my 
students.  I have taught classes in both the traditional on-campus and the fully online formats, 
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choosing the proper amount of online tools that I felt would best support the learning outcomes 
of the course.  I have also co-taught mixed-modality classes where groups of online students 
virtually joined groups of students located physically in the classroom to participate equally in 
seminar discussions. 
 As a Teaching Assistant (TA) and Adjunct Instructor for the School of Information 
Sciences, I helped run the Introduction to Networked Information Systems course.  As a three-
time TA for this course, I not only helped facilitate education technology systems to teach our 
students, but also helped the students develop the necessary skills and consider the logistical 
requirements to set up public use computer labs for community centers.  Later, I served as the 
instructor of record for the course as it was taught in an online format, which required me to 
rethink how to give students a similar experience through a very different delivery method. 
 As a Research Assistant for the Center for Innovation in Teaching & Learning (CITL), I 
researched the ways that adult students (particularly ethnic and racial minorities) were being 
served in online programs offered by the university.  This was not just a study of the technology 
itself, but also the program administration supporting the degree tracks.  I furthered this 
experience when, working as a Research and Teaching Assistant for the College of Education, I 
helped develop the Online EdD proposal for the Learning Design & Leadership degree track.  I 
also served as a college-wide course eLearning Specialist as part of the Information Technology 
department, offering consultations to faculty members and the online programs director on how 
to prepare new courses for online delivery. 
In addition to my research of formal learning systems, I also conducted ethnographic 
research into Internet fan communities that created English translations of Japanese anime media 
(Rusch, 2009).  Not only did these communities engage in the creative process together, but they 
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also developed their media production skills and helped train novices in the practice through a 
highly developed community of practice (Lave & Wenger, 1991; Wenger, McDermott, & 
Snyder, 2002).  The ways that these informal learning systems are similar to and divergent from 
formal educational programs revealed much about the nature of learning. 
 I have also had the opportunity to research the development of LMS platforms through 
my experiences in the EPOL Department.  As a member of the New Learning Pedagogies 
research group led by Professor William Cope, I had the opportunity to provide input on new 
features for the Scholar platform developed by Common Ground Research Networks, a partner 
organization in the Illinois Research Park.  I had administrator access for the platform, dealt with 
bug reports, and, when necessary, collaborated with the software developers to fix emergent 
problems while working as Professor Cope’s Graduate Teaching and Research Assistant. 
 Through presentations on my doctoral research, I have had the opportunity to meet 
current and past players in the world of LMS platform development.  This includes former 
executives of ANGEL Learning (which was acquired by Blackboard), current executives, 
strategists, and product managers of Blackboard, as well as product managers, software 
engineers, and technical sales associates from Instructure and other education technology 
companies.  These informal conversations about the education technology industry provided 
great insight into how non-academics see the learning tools under development. 
 All of these experiences, along with my coursework and other academic study, have 
given me a solid background for connoisseurship in education technologies and the ways that 
they are used.  My experiences do not give me the authority to make fiat determinations of which 
LMS tools are good or best for learners.  Rather, they give me the proper grounding to 
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understand the values and concepts inherently embedded within education technology systems so 
that I can compare them in a holistic manner. 
 When I decided to compare LMS platforms for my dissertation topic, I knew that I would 
want data comparing how students used the various actual tools.  I knew that I would also want 
data to indicate how students felt about the tools they were using and whether they thought the 
experiences helped to facilitate learning in a meaningful way.  In each of the studies I conducted, 
I used a mixed-methodological approach, employing the tools I thought would best capture data 
to inform my thesis.  It is important to note that I do not consider these projects to be complete or 
comprehensive examinations of the LMS field; rather, they are pilot studies that will hopefully 
reveal interesting findings and point to worthwhile paths of future inquiries. 
 
Research Studies 
 In order to gather data for this dissertation, it was necessary to conduct two studies of 
online courses.  Each of these studies looked at the ways that students and instructors interacted 
in the online environment and facilitated the course through LMS platforms.  While I conducted 
the studies completely separately, they both provide insights about the use of online tools and 
user attitudes regarding online courses. 
When conducting comparative LMS studies, evaluators have examined the general 
experience of students in one LMS compared to another, or focused on the experiences of 
instructors switching from one LMS to something new (Center for Evaluation & Education 
Policy, 2013; Learning Management System Review Group, 2014).  But practically no research 
compares students taking the same course with different LMS platforms.  I believed that having a 
“head-to-head” comparison of students in different sections of the same course, using different 
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LMS platforms, would reveal useful data for considering how technology systems affect learning 
and motivation.  To gather the data, I worked with the College of Fine and Applied Arts (FAA) 
to examine LMS interaction in THEA 101, Introduction to Theatre Arts, during the Fall 2015 
semester. 
 After completing Study 1, I realized that I needed more information about the attitudes 
and actions of students regarding collaboration and privacy in online spaces.  While the data I 
had collected for the first study told me whether LMS technologies were having an effect on 
student learning, I didn’t feel that I had gained enough insight into student fears and motivations 
that a survey instrument might fail to collect.  I worked with my PhD committee to develop a 
second study, where I could collect data through closer interaction with a smaller class. 
For this, I worked with the College of Education to embed myself as a student participant-
observer in EPS 415, Technology & Education Reform, during Summer 2016.  This was a good 
opportunity for my second study because the different population added depth to my data pool.  
The students enrolled in this course (with one or two exceptions) were all master’s and doctoral 
students, most of whom were either working professionals or had previous work experience 
before coming back to school for an advanced degree. 
 
Study 1 - THEA 101, College of Fine & Applied Arts 
Introduction 
 THEA 101 is a popular 16-week course among undergraduate students at the University 
of Illinois who need to fulfill a Humanities Literature & Arts general education requirement for 
their degrees.  It is most often offered online with no face-to-face interaction between the 
students and instructors; its entirely asynchronous structure includes no live virtual meetings or 
 
58 
lectures.  This course is almost exclusively taken by students outside of the department, as FAA 
students take courses more specific to their degree programs.  As such, the course is designed for 
a population that knows little about the field and is only motivated to gain an appreciation for the 
topic instead of expertise. 
In Fall 2015, there were 25 online sections with approximately 50 students per section, 
which was typical for the course.  The course is normally taught through Illinois Compass 2g, the 
official campus Blackboard Learn LMS.  One professor serves as course director over all of the 
sections.  Each section also has a TA, generally a graduate student majoring in a performance- or 
theatre-related terminal degree program. 
Each week, a lesson is delivered through the LMS platform, consisting of an assigned 
reading from the textbook (a physical copy of which must be purchased) and a PDF of 
PowerPoint slides on which the professor explains and expands upon the chapter topic.  Students 
then take a quiz or write a short paper to assess their understanding of the topic.  The TA gives 
feedback and addresses questions.  During the course of the week, students can work at their own 
pace and on their own time. 
 In four discussion forums during the semester, students explore broader aspects of the 
theatre field with their sections.  These discussion forums remain open for about 10 days and are 
somewhat separate from the regular weekly modules, running about once every three weeks.  A 
fifth “extra credit” discussion forum allows students to give course feedback, which the course 
director allowed me to make part of my research project.  The course concludes with a final 
project, for which each student writes, produces, and acts out a short play to submit as a video. 
In order to investigate this class, I set up a timeline of activities that would guide my research.  





Spring 2015:  Meet with course director and obtain departmental approval for site 
Summer 2015:  Obtain IRB approval and design new LMS sections with FAA 
August 2015:  Recruit THEA 101 TAs for new LMS platform selection 
September 2015:  Recruit students to participate in study 
September 2015:  Administer pre-course survey 
November 2015:  Administer post-course survey 
November 2015:  Observe “extra credit” discussion of course technology 
December 2015:  Conduct TA interviews 
2016:  Analyze survey data 
2016:  Analyze “extra credit” discussion based on survey data analysis 
 
Site Selection 
 While the course is offered completely online with no synchronous sessions, it is geared 
toward students who are physically located on the Urbana-Champaign campus.  The textbook 
that students use is available at the campus bookstore.  Students are also expected to attend at 
least one performance presented by the University of Illinois Theatre Department (sometimes 
two, depending upon the semester).  The professor is the course director who had originally 
created or curated all course material, but each section also has a TA who runs each section 




The THEA 101 course director was J.W. Morrissette, Professor of Theatre.  Dr. 
Morrissette, who had run the course for a number of years, described the online course as an 
opportunity for outreach by the Theatre Department.  He said that most students took the course 
because it was relatively easy and a fun subject, so he wanted to make sure that this reputation 
continued as the students gained a bit of knowledge about the world of theatre. 
Once Morrissette had cleared my research with his department and I had obtained IRB 
approval to study the site, I started working with the FAA instructional design / instructional 
technology (FAA-IT) team to set up the course on my test platforms.  The two full-time 
instructional designers completed most of the work.  The FAA Director of IT and I also worked 
on instructional design elements and took part in planning meetings. 
 
Platform Selection 
 For the THEA 101 study, I selected four LMS platforms that I thought were either the 
most likely Illinois students would encounter or the best to test.  These platforms are Blackboard 
Learn, Moodle, Canvas, and Scholar.  Each platform will be described individually. 
 Blackboard Learn, branded as Illinois Compass, is the official LMS for the University of 
Illinois Urbana-Champaign campus and is regularly used for the THEA 101 online course.  
According to Tech Services at the University of Illinois, 92% of students used Compass for at 
least one of their courses in the Fall 2015 semester (D. Hahn & M. Reynolds, personal 
communication, February 13, 2018). 
 Moodle, branded as Learn@Illinois and run by the Applied Technologies for Learning in 
the Arts & Sciences unit (ATLAS), is the second largest LMS platform on campus and is used 
for most Liberal Arts and Education courses.  More than 1/3 of Urbana-Champaign campus 
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students enroll in either the College of LAS or the College of Education (Illinois Division of 
Management Information, 2015).  In addition, students of other colleges who take LAS or 
Education courses may use Learn@Illinois.   
 Canvas, the new LMS by the startup company Instructure (founded in 2008), had 
captured 17% of the university market share by mid-2016 (Edutechnica, 2018).  Most 
universities in the Big Ten Academic Alliance have adopted Canvas as their official LMS 
platform, and IT professionals at Illinois are discussing whether the Urbana-Champaign campus 
should also consider this option.  Instructure was eager to offer trial accounts for individual 
courses at universities with interest, and it gave FAA-IT free access. 
 Scholar, by Common Ground, is by far the smallest, most niche of these LMS platforms 
and is being developed under the direction of Illinois faculty and students.  For higher education, 
it is used primarily by sections of Learning Design & Leadership courses in the College of 
Education, but a few other courses on the Urbana-Champaign campus currently use or have tried 
using Scholar in the past.  It also has been adopted by several elementary school classrooms in 
the United States, Australia, and Europe.  Scholar is a useful platform for my research because it 
demonstrates how educators can customize technology options to fit their specific pedagogical 
philosophies. 
After the FAA-IT team had designed sections of the course for the various platforms we 
would be using, the course director assigned TAs who were willing to be part of this research.  
We explained to these TAs the similarities and differences from their previous experiences with 
the course, and how to teach using the platform to which they had been assigned. 
Eight sections were chosen (each having approximately 50 students) with TAs who were 
comfortable participating in the study.  Two sections were designated for each of the four LMS 
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platforms (Blackboard Learn Compass 2g, Moodle Learn@Illinois, Instructure Canvas, and 
Scholar).  Each platform had one TA leading the two sections under observation, with the 
exception of Compass2g, where a different TA for each section was observed because of 
unavoidable facilitation issues. 
 Each version of the course contained identical content and had the same syllabus, 
assignments, and deadlines.  While most of the structure was the same, an effort was made to 
take advantage of the specific LMS features available in each platform. 
 Scholar was treated as a special case because it is a social knowledge platform that its 
creators promote as a “next generation LMS.”  A more detailed explanation of Scholar was 
offered in Chapter 1.  Because Scholar did not have a gradebook with quiz integration, which 
was necessary for the course design, students were linked back to the Compass LMS to take 
quizzes and check grades.  However, Scholar facilitated all lessons, discussion, and writing 
assignments.  Because I was the person most familiar with the Scholar platform, I served as the 
instructional designer to set up these sections and worked with the FAA instructional design 
team. 
 My data collection approach for the different parts of the research site was flexible, as the 
situation required.  When working with the instructional design team, I used an embedded 
approach, acting as a participant-observer.  I used qualitative interviews to collect information 
from the TAs, and I conducted surveys and broke down forum discussions through thematic 






THEA 101 Facilitator Demographics 
As mentioned previously, the FAA-IT team consisted of the Director of Instructional 
Technology and two instructional designers who worked closely with faculty to facilitate online 
offerings.  These individuals were all full-time academic staff members.  The five TAs were all 
graduate students in the theatre program.  TAs receive a tuition waiver and stipend from the 
department.  The course director was a Theatre Department faculty member. 
 While the instructional design team consisted of technology professionals, the course 
director and TAs did not seem to hold techno-centric attitudes.  The course director was 
optimistic that online tools would increase the reach of his course, but he was more concerned 
with easy delivery of the materials than finding the most innovative new techniques.  The TAs 
were competent in basic computer skills, but focused on learning how to use the technology to 
do their jobs rather than exploring random new features.  The TAs accepted their positions not 
necessarily because they wanted to teach an online class, but because of the opportunity to 
receive a tuition waiver and stipend for their graduate studies. 
 The five TAs who participated in my study were recommended by the course director as 
being either highly proficient in online teaching or good instructors in general.  The two TAs 
assigned to Blackboard Learn were veterans returning to the course.  The TA assigned to Moodle 
had used it previously while working for another department.  The TA assigned to Canvas had 
expressed interest in trying out the new platform.  The TA assigned to Scholar had a reputation 
for being an excellent online instructor. 
 I contacted each TA individually to explain the study, sharing the IRB-approved 
recruitment documents and obtaining their consent to participate.  I then worked with FAA-IT to 
make sure the instructors received proper training.  For the Moodle instructor, this was simply 
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providing a few links for a refresher.  The Canvas instructor received a more detailed tutorial 
from the IT member who set up the section in that platform.  The Scholar instructor came to the 
FAA-IT conference room for a live demonstration of the platform and practice session to gain 
familiarity with the platform.  This was in addition to the orientation day training for teaching the 
online course that all THEA 101 TAs participated in before the start of the fall semester. 
 
THEA 101 Student Demographics 
 Students taking THEA 101 were generally attracted to the course because of its 
reputation for having a flexible schedule with easy grading, according to the course director and 
the TAs.  The work was not overly rigorous and the topic was more enjoyable than other courses 
that meet the general education requirements.  In fact, several online reviews in student 
publications list THEA 101 as a recommended course for an “easy A” (Koofers, n.d.). 
As mentioned earlier, eight sections of the course were designated to be part of my study 
with up to 50 students per section.  All 383 students across these eight sections were invited to 
participate, and I had a response rate of 66%.  Since I wanted a 95% confidence interval in my 
results (a relatively standard expectation for quantitative analysis), I needed at least 50% 
participation for a population of that size.  The students were also relatively well distributed 
across the four platforms:  21% Blackboard, 22% Moodle, 28% Canvas, and 29% Scholar.  
Students did not know which sections would be using each platform at the time they signed up 
for the course, making platform distribution effectively random.  
The participation rate across academic standing had a great majority of students in the 
middle of their undergraduate careers:  Freshman 4%, Sophomore 47%, Junior 22%, and Senior 
27%.  Most of them were domestic students located on the Urbana-Champaign campus, followed 
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by international students on the Urbana-Champaign campus, with only a handful of students not 
located in Urbana.  According to the TAs, this was in line with the overall distribution of THEA 
101 students. 
 This is an important factor because most undergraduate students will be familiar with 
Blackboard Compass as the official campus-wide LMS offered by the University of Illinois at 
Urbana-Champaign.  Later in this text, I will share the results of my survey that showed 97% of 
THEA 101 students said they had previously used the Illinois Compass Blackboard LMS, and 
79% of students reported using the Learn@Illinois Moodle LMS.  Only one participant reported 
having not previously used either of the two platforms.  I believe it is more than reasonable to 
describe this population as being familiar with major LMS platforms. 
 
Participant Observation of Instructional Settings 
 An essential part of my data collection was capturing the experiences of participants at all 
levels of the educational endeavor.   To get this data, I engaged participant observation 
techniques informed by Lofland and Lofland (1995).  The techniques I found most useful were 
those that gave me direct access to the thoughts and attitudes of participants. 
 
Direct Observation 
 Direct observation occurred in several different forms, depending on setting.  In the 
instructional design setting, I had interactions with designers, instructors, and support personnel 
who were setting up the course spaces for student involvement.  By meeting regularly with the 
team in person, I was able to observe how the design process would later inform course delivery.  
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Meetings took place over a period of three months in the FAA-IT offices, and I kept a notepad of 
my observations that included the work being done and ways the staff interacted to facilitate it. 
 I also directly observed the work of instructors in THEA 101.  Because of the 
decentralized nature of the class, there were very few in-person meetings of the instructional 
staff.  I did have the opportunity to attend the THEA 101 TA orientation, where the FAA-IT staff 
introduced how the course would be delivered through the LMS.  We also had training sessions 
for the TAs who would be using the new LMS frameworks.  This was accomplished with phone 
calls for the Moodle and Canvas TAs, while the TA for the Scholar sections came to the FAA-IT 
conference room for hands-on demonstrations.  I did not keep notes of my early interactions with 
the TAs but thought of them as necessary grounding activities to establish a professional 
relationship for later interviews. 
 I had the opportunity to observe student participation by being a “fly on the wall,” 
reading the discussion forum posts.  While these posts always had a course-related prompt, many 
students were eager to put their own voice in the responses and expand upon the topic.  The 
greatest amount of data I collected from forum posts came from the THEA 101 “Extra Credit 
Forum,” where students were asked to discuss what they liked about the course and what they 
thought could be improved.  Because online technologies make course delivery and course 
materials inseparable in online courses, a tremendous number of comments addressed the 
technology itself in addition to the course design and course materials.  All course interactions 







 In THEA 101, I was an active participant in the instructional design group, meeting 
regularly with the FAA-IT team as they built the section pages.  While the course was normally 
delivered through Blackboard Learn, one designer took on the task of building a Moodle 
framework, while the other designer built a Canvas framework.  Because I was the most 
knowledgeable in Scholar, I built the framework for those sections.  Team notes and design 
instructions were facilitated through the Asana organization platform.  This collaboration with 
the group as a whole also informed the one-on-one work I did with the director of FAA-IT to 
develop survey questions and analyze student experiences. 
 
Qualitative Interviews of Instructors (TAs) 
 Another source of data came from individual interviews of the five TAs administering the 
THEA 101 sections I was studying, all of whom agreed to participate.  These interviews took 
place in an online meeting room where we could speak in real time and share links through text 
chat if necessary.  Each lasted about 15-30 minutes and was recorded.  While I started with a set 
of prepared questions, I encouraged the informants to take the conversation in whatever direction 
they thought would be interesting, but prompted them back toward the interview topic if we 
strayed too far from relevance.  The pertinent prepared questions were: 
 What do you find interesting about your work in THEA 101? 
 How do you feel about the LMS platform you use to facilitate THEA 101? 
 How does the LMS platform you are using this semester compare to other LMS platforms 
you have used in the past? 
 What features do you find useful in this LMS platform? 
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 What features do you find lacking, or need more work? 
 What have you seen your students struggle with? 
 What have you seen work well for your students? 
 What features would you like to see to better facilitate THEA 101? 
 Is there anything you would like to do to change the way THEA 101 is run? 
 Do you have any other thoughts on how LMS platforms could be made better? 
 For THEA 101, I conducted these qualitative interviews with the five TAs involved in 
my study.  The TAs were good informants because they understood so many aspects of the 
learning environment.  First, they could tell me about their experiences as instructors for the 
course.  They could also tell me about their observations of student learning and interaction.  
Most of them were also now experienced in teaching the course through at least two different 
LMS platforms and could compare the similarities and differences. 
 
Surveys of Students 
 For each of my settings, I administered surveys to collect data on student attitudes and 
experiences.  These surveys consisted of three parts.  First, I collected demographic information 
on the students to understand their personal history, student status, and relationship with 
technology.  Next, I asked general questions about the use of technology in academic work.  
Finally, I asked questions dealing specifically with the LMS experiences. 
 I developed these questions with input from the director of FAA-IT, my dissertation 
committee, and theories of evaluative methodology from Stake (2004) and Maxwell (2013).  I 
tried to focus on what information about our learners would be most useful for the analysis and 
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then group those questions into segments by common themes.  The surveys can be found in 
Appendix B. 
The structure of my demographic questions was generally the choice of one option (such 
as “freshman” for academic standing) with the exception of the academic major, where students 
could choose all that apply (in case one has a double major).  The questions regarding attitudes 
and experiences with technology and LMS platforms were either on a multi-point ratings scale, 
or on a four-point Likert scale.  I also included a few open-ended questions with text boxes for 
free-response answers in each survey. 
 For THEA 101, I conducted both a pre-course survey and a post-course survey for each 
section.  This was valuable because it allowed me to test how attitudes changed over the course 
of the semester.  The pre-course survey was administered the first week of the course, and the 
post-course survey was administered during the final project period after all other course 
activities had finished.   
I recruited survey participants through emails and class postings to the entire section.  
The surveys were open for approximately one week.  I sent out my recruitment letter when the 
survey opened, with a reminder a few days later.  I sent out one last notice that the survey was 
about to close about a week after the recruitment letter and then closed the survey about 10 days 
after it opened.  Surveys were hosted on the University of Illinois WebTools system, a secure 
space that is accessed with a student’s Active Directory NetID.   
From the survey, I was able to choose one measure and develop four scales from which 
to develop test hypotheses.  The measure was a question that was asked in both the pre-course 
and the post-course surveys.  The scales were each a series of questions that had similar themes. 
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The first scale had six questions related to Technology Engagement that were factor analyzed 
using principal component analysis with Varimax rotation.  The analysis brought forth one factor 
explaining a total of 40% of the variance.  The factor was called Technology Engagement 
Experience because it dealt with the reported experiences of students.  A full list of the items 
measured within this scale can be found in Appendix B. 
 The second scale had two questions related to Technology Training that were factor 
analyzed using principal component analysis with Varimax rotation.  The analysis brought forth 
one factor explaining 63% of the variance.  The factor was called Technology Training because 
it dealt with student perceptions of how much training was needed by students and instructors.  A 
full list of the items measured within this scale can be found in Appendix B. 
 The third scale had seven questions related to Technology Use that were factor analyzed 
using principal component analysis with Varimax rotation.  The analysis brought forth one factor 
explaining 30% of the variance.  The factor was called Technology Use because it dealt with the 
extent to which the use of technology was found helpful by students.  A full list of the items 
measured within this scale can be found in Appendix B. 
 The fourth scale had nine questions related to LMS Features that were factor analyzed 
using principal component analysis with Varimax rotation.  The analysis brought forth one factor 
explaining 30% of the variance.  The factor was called LMS Features Effects because it dealt 
with how much LMS features helped to improve student class performance.  A full list of the 







September 11, 2015:  Invitation to participate in pre-course survey 
September 18, 2015:  Reminder of pre-course survey 
September 23, 2015:  Pre-course survey closed 
November 20, 2015:  Invitation to participate in post-course survey and extra credit forum 
November 30, 2015:  Reminder of post-course survey and extra credit forum 
December 6, 2015:  Post-course survey closed 
2016:  Analyze survey data and create scales 
 
Qualitative Analysis of Free-Response Answers 
To analyze the data of the open-ended questions in my surveys, I developed a tagging 
system to categorize each response.  I started by reading through the responses and giving 
general tags based on what was written.  For instance, if a student in the Canvas group said he or 
she would have preferred using Compass, I tagged it as such.  Then, in the Compass sections, I 
found students who reported that they thought another LMS platform would have been better for 
the course.  Once I had a large number of tags, I processed and combined them where it made 
sense. 
 In this process, I followed a method of recursive design advocated by Branch (2009) as 
an “input-process-output paradigm” for the ADDIE model of instructional design, where the 
output of each phase becomes the input for the next.  While his work particularly focused on the 
creation and iteration of learning systems and online courses, I found this paradigm to be 
extremely applicable to evaluative research methodology.  In this case, I started with the data set 
and processed it to establish a number of tags.  I then went through the data set again, examining 
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each tag, and found ways to combine and reduce the tags into a more refined list.  Once I had the 
tag list refined to an acceptable level, I counted how many responses in my data set corresponded 
to each tag. 
 By coding the free-response answers to set a list of specific tags, I was able to make a 
data set that allowed for easy comparison between respondent priorities.  While this data set was 
not large enough to run ANOVAs and more advanced quantitative analysis, it was able to give 
me a sense of what really motivated participants.  Even if most of the participants skipped over 
this question, these answers have some weight because of the fact that the participants were 
motivated enough to provide these answers. 
 In future research, I would take lessons learned from this survey design (Appendix B) 
and write broader questions.  When I designed the survey, I was still narrowly focused on the 
LMS as a tool that can be analyzed independently from pedagogy or user base.  As you will see 
in the next chapter, the tags I developed were able to fit nicely into tight factors that matched 
with LMS features.  But I fear that the reason my tags were so clear is because students were 
pushed into only considering those factors by the survey design.  If I had broadened the survey, 
then perhaps they would have contributed a more varied set of answers instead of focusing on the 
topics I thought I wanted at the time.  This could have given me better data to analyze emerging 
ideas, such as my Model of Engaged Online Learning. 
 
Qualitative Analysis of Participant Observations 
 Once I had established my set of tags for the free-response answers, I used them to begin 
my analysis of the THEA 101 discussion forums.  The discussion forums revolved around the 
“Extra Credit Discussion Prompt.”  This was given to each class as an optional assignment: 
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“We're looking for your input on how you experienced this course. What parts of the on-
line class experience worked for you? Which didn't? How would you change the course 
to make it a better educational experience? How does this experience compare to other 
on-line courses you may have taken? How does it compare to courses you have taken in 
person? Again- comments will not hurt your grade, we'd like your input. “ 
 
Because the forums were back-and-forth discussions among groups of students, a variety 
of attitudes and opinions emerged.  As such, it was necessary to recognize that the tag set was 
only the beginning of my analysis.  These data sets provide understanding for the positive or 
negative values that participants attached to the subjects they discussed. 
One good example of this came in discussions of video lectures.  In my survey responses, 
28 of the 265 participants indicated that they felt video lectures would improve THEA 101 as an 
online class.  However, when this suggestion was made in the extra credit discussion, a group of 
students disagreed and did not want watching video lectures to become a requirement.  It was 
impossible to tell the exact number of participants who felt one way or the other, as not everyone 
commented in these threads, but I could get a general sense of the direction each section was 
leaning by seeing how hotly the topic was debated. 
The video lecture debate is a perfect example of why all the data I collected should be 
considered a preliminary analysis of the field that can inform further research.  The THEA 101 
sections did not employ video lectures as a mode of delivery for course materials, so students 
who did not want to see video lectures had no reason to speak out against the practice.  Only 
after proponents of this tool spoke up did the anti-video lecture students feel the need to say 
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anything.  In my analysis, I needed to be cognizant not only of topics asked and discussed, but 
also of topics that did not emerge in discussion. 
 
Quantitative Analysis of Survey Data 
 For the THEA 101 surveys, I had 265 respondents out of 383 students taking the course.  
With a response rate of 69%, I am confident that meaningful significant values can be derived 
from analysis.  The response rate varied among sections.  My lowest response rate, from Section 
1, was only 25 participants of 46 students in the section (54%).  My best response rate came from 
Section 8, with 44 of 48 students participating (92%).  With all sections having greater than a 
50% response rate, they remain statistically valid. 
 
Study 2 – EPS 415, College of Education 
EPS 415 Introduction 
 EPS 415, “Technology & Education Reform” is a Philosophical and Social Foundations 
course in the Master of Education (EdM) program in the Department of Education Policy, 
Organization, and Leadership.  It is especially recommended for students in the “Learning 
Design and Leadership” and “Foundations of eLearning in Higher Education” programs.  Unlike 
THEA 101 which is a general education course for students with low motivation to learn the 
material deeply, this course is considered one of the more important parts of a participating 
student’s degree program.  As such, students are generally much more motivated to master the 
material or at least earn a good grade to prove proficiency. 
This course is offered as an online listing most summers and sometimes is offered as an 
online or on-campus listing during the fall or spring semester.  It occasionally has been offered 
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as a hybrid or “bi-modal” course, where the professor leads the lecture/discussion in front of on-
campus students in a technology-enhanced physical classroom that allows online students to join 
virtually.  The summer term is a six-week course taught completely online.   
Students accessed course readings and watched video lecture podcasts through the 
Learn@Illinois Moodle space.  The class was divided into discussion sections of about 30 
students each for the purpose of weekly discussion forums and class breakout sessions.  Students 
were also expected to participate in weekly two-hour lecture-discussion synchronous sessions 
hosted in Blackboard Collaborate.  At the start of the course, students were also grouped into 
teams of 5-6 members and given the task of creating online resources to teach others about a 
course topic.  These group works were to be completed by the end of the semester, with the links 
shared with the rest of the class. 
 This course is generally taught by a tenure-track professor in the EPOL Department and 
has a reputation among students in the college as being demanding, but very informative.  
Professor Nicholas Burbules developed the course into its current form and is most often 
assigned as the instructor.  When he teaches the course, Burbules generally recruits PhD students 
as TA co-instructors at the rate the college will allow him to hire, so that individuals and 
discussion groups can receive more personalized attention.  I followed a timeline of activities 
similar to my first study when setting up this research protocol. 
 
TIMELINE 
Spring 2016:  Select site and obtain instructor approval 
May 2016:  Obtain IRB approval for research project 
May 2016:  Audit EPS 415 as PhD student participant-observer 
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June 2016:  Recruit student participants and administer class survey 
June / July 2016:  Conduct student interviews 
Fall 2016:  Analyze survey and interview data 
 
Site Selection 
 For this study, I obtained the permission of Professor Burbules to join the Summer 2016 
semester as a participant-observer.  Because Burbules was the instructor for this course, I worked 
under the supervision of Professor Denice Hood for my IRB approval.  With the population of 
this course overwhelmingly master’s degree students taking the class for career development, 
participants seemed to have a more serious attitude toward the subject matter than THEA 101 
students did.  Many of these students had already been teaching professionally for several years 
or had established careers in other fields before enrolling in the EdM program.  They brought a 
different and deeper perspective to the course material. 
 I was intimately familiar with the academic material for this course, since I had served as 
a TA under Professor Burbules for an online section of this course in the past.  I had also 
previously audited a 16-week hybrid section as part of an independent study toward my PhD 
coursework.  My goal for this semester was to look at the course with a fresh set of eyes to 
understand the social dynamics and student attitudes as they went through the process. 
 The course had already been built by the time I joined the study, so I had no observation 
of the design process.  The class had 86 students, one professor who was the instructor of record, 
and two TAs who were regarded as co-instructors by the professor.  While the students all joined 
the class synchronous sessions separately from wherever they were located, the professor and 
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TAs joined most of the sessions together on separate computers from the same room.  I sat in 
with the instructional team for four of the six sessions. 
 
Facilitator Demographics 
 With 86 students in the course, the instructional team consisted of Professor Burbules and 
two TAs.  While Burbules was the instructor of record, he stressed to the class that the TAs were 
co-instructors and listed them on the syllabus as such.  Both of the TAs were advanced PhD 
students in the EPOL Department. 
 It should be noted that my relationship with Professor Burbules in EPS 415 was very 
different from my relationships with the instructional staff in THEA 101.  As my PhD Advisor, 
he was my institutional superior, and while he went to great lengths to treat me as any other 
researcher in the university, it is impossible to fully disentangle the power differential between 
us.  I was walking a fine line between having the privilege of insider access that my status as his 
student might entail, while not daring to be too bold because I knew that he ultimately had the 
most power to decide whether or not my PhD candidacy would result in an awarded degree. 
 With that being said, my experience researching this site was not affected by this 
relationship nearly as much as it was by my relative position in the course hierarchy.  As stated 
above, in EPS 415, I was introduced as a fellow graduate student so that I could position myself 
as a participant-observer on the level of other students in the course.  This meant that my 
requests for survey participation, my questions to other students about their experiences, and my 
general inquiries about operational capacities were much more easily dismissed by my peers. 
 In THEA 101, I had been positioned as a member of the Instructional Design team and 
had much more authority over how the sections were run.  Since the Course Director had told the 
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Teaching Assistants to work with FAA-IT to facilitate the course, any request I made carried his 
authority and would be merged into the class seamlessly.  This was a double-edged sword, of 
course, because while I was able to elicit more participation through my position (and more 




 The great majority of the students who take this course are graduate students in an 
Education program, but it is also technically available for other graduate programs and advanced 
undergraduates.  In the section I observed, very few students identified as anything other than an 
Education graduate student.  A few students did identify as having an educational vocation, but 
not being classroom teachers. 
 Since much of the discussion involved teaching practices, many students drew from their 
personal classroom experiences.  From what they said, it certainly seemed that a lot of them were 
current or former teachers.  It can be hard to tell when gauging demographics through discussion 
because there is the danger of an echo chamber.  For example, because the current teachers feel 
the most excited to contribute, it might seem that they make up the majority of the population. 
However, the demographic information reported by incoming students may support this 
supposition.  Admission surveys indicate that K-12 educators make up 42% of EPOL’s Online 
EdM program, with educators in Higher Education making up another 11% (M. Painter, personal 
communication, February 21, 2019).  That is just the data for current employment.  Many of the 
EdM, EdD, and PhD students in the College of Education also have teaching experience from 
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previous positions.  There is certainly plenty of classroom background to draw from within the 
community. 
 
Participant Observation of Instructional Settings 
Direct Observation 
 In EPS 415, the course framework was already built in Moodle by the time I started 
observing the setting.  However, unlike THEA 101, this course had weekly live sessions where 
the instructors met in person.  I was invited to join the instructional team for these sessions to 
observe them “behind the scenes” as they delivered lectures and facilitated section discussions.  I 
also observed student participation in the live sessions through both their spoken comments, 
when they took the microphone, and their text chat in the course. 
 While I had served as a TA for several EPOL classes in the past, sitting in with the 
instructional staff was a good way for me to become reacquainted with the format.  Experiencing 
synchronous sessions from both the “instructor perspective” (sitting in the office) and the 
“student perspective” (attending purely online) allowed me to appreciate the differences in style. 
 
Community Participation 
 My main participation in the course was as a fellow student.  At the beginning of the 
course, the professor introduced me as a PhD student auditing the course as part of my 
dissertation research.  Since the course topic is Technology and Education Reform, it made sense 
to them that a student like me would sit in on the course in this way.  Just as they all would have 
a final project on how technology affects the education field, my participation in the course 
would inform my dissertation.  I made it clear that I safeguard student privacy according to the 
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rules set by the IRB and would only directly attribute participant quotes with their explicit 
permission. 
 My integration into the student community of EPS 415 was very successful.  Students 
seemed more than willing to respond and treat me as a peer in class discussions.  I adopted one 
of the three sections as my online home and was able to integrate with several teams in that 
section.  It was important to get an invitation to join the teams for their most intimate level of 
discussion, since they set up their own methods of group communication.  For one team this was 
Google Docs; another used an email thread, and another used the Slack organization platform.  
Because most of my participation was online, I was able to capture text and keep archives of 
group discussion. 
 In my quest to normalize my status as a fellow student, I actively participated in the live 
synchronous sessions and the discussion forum of the section that I adopted.  In a course 
community, a lot of goodwill is built by just showing up to the discussion and letting people see 
your online “face” and name.  Still, I was mindful to avoid affecting the course too much as a 
more advanced student.  I generally tried to stay away from commenting on posts and comments 
made by the instructional staff.  Instead, I would try to select comments of my fellow students, 
give them positive feedback, and then ask them to explain their ideas further as a way of building 
rapport. 
 I believe it was because of my success in building rapport in the course chat that I was 
invited to join private group discussions.  These group discussions were generally facilitated by 
an asynchronous or semi-synchronous platform, such as a Slack channel, where participants 
could engage in conversation.  I tried to make my rounds across these groups every couple of 
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days to check on what they were doing and only occasionally asked how things were developing.  
It was especially important that I didn’t interfere in the group projects. 
 
Survey of Students 
 For EPS 415, I only conducted a post-course survey while students were finishing their 
final projects.  This survey consisted of four parts.  First, I collected demographic information on 
the students to understand their personal history, student status, and relationship with technology.  
Next, I asked general questions about the use of technology in academic work.  Third, I asked 
questions dealing specifically with the LMS experience in this class and the ways that they 
interacted with their project groups to create their final projects.  Finally, I asked a series of 
questions related to privacy and self-reflection. 
 The first three sections were based on the THEA 101 survey and had mostly the same 
questions.  The fourth part of the survey was the most significant departure from the data 
collected in THEA 101.  While the other three sections would be different since they were 
coming from a graduate student perspective instead of an undergraduate perspective, the fourth 
part was developed from questions I started thinking about during the THEA 101 study.  They 
were also related to topics that we had covered in class. 
 This survey’s participants were recruited by an email Professor Burbules sent to the class 
roster through the Learn@Illinois system.  He also mentioned the survey in class and I chimed in 
on chat with my appreciation for any students who would be willing to participate.  The survey 





Quantitative Analysis of Survey Data 
 Analysis of survey questionnaires was handled separately for each study.  In my study of 
EPS 415, I received a survey response rate of only 20 participants out of 85 enrolled students in 
the course.  Of this group, 18 reported to be graduate students and 2 were non-degree seeking 
students.  The students ranged in age from 23 – 51 years old with a median age of 36.5.  There 
were 11 students enrolled in an online program and 7 enrolled in an on-campus program.  Sex 
breakdown found 4 male and 16 female participants. 
 As far as demographics go, I felt that my response pool was very diverse and well 
represented the population of students who take EPS 415 any given semester.  However, with 
n=20, this sample was too small to yield significant results for advanced analysis techniques.  As 
a result, I only looked at the response breakdown of each question to give me a general idea of 
the respondents’ attitudes. 
 Still, the collection of this data was useful because I was able to analyze it as I was 
developing my questions for individual interviews of students.  This was especially true for the 
fourth section of the survey that dealt with those privacy and self-reflection issues.  Some of the 
students offered to tell me how they responded and expanded upon original thoughts.  Preparing 
for the next phase of data collection by analyzing data recently collected provided a good 
recursive process for building my model. 
 
Qualitative Interviews of Students 
 For EPS 415, I interviewed eight students about their experiences in the course.  Students 
were recruited using a snowball method, where I made a general inquiry in class to find 
interested parties, established contact with those informants, and then asked them to recommend 
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other students who they thought would add a good perspective to my study.  These questions 
focused on how the participants interacted with technology, how they chose among systems for 
their group projects, and how well the technologies they used fit with educational endeavors.  I 
also included a few questions on the subject of online privacy, given that part of the course had 
dealt with issues of user data in online education systems.  I gained an interesting perspective 
from these informants, since they were both students and educational professionals in training. 
 I conducted these sessions in an online meeting room in the same way that I interviewed 
the instructors for THEA 101.  I deviated quite a bit more from my stock questions with students 
than I did with the instructors because this population was so much more eager to share their 
varied experiences with me and I had the information from the student survey to guide follow-up 
questions.  I think having been a participant-observer in the course and having spent the semester 
talking with the students about course topics helped to create a more open atmosphere.  While 
this built-in authenticity helped me develop a closer rapport with the students, it also meant that I 
needed to do more to keep them focused on just the topics that related to my research.  The 
relevant questions were: 
 What have you learned about technology in education from the class? 
 How do you see the ways that you interact with technology? 
 Do you like to use learning technologies provided by the university? 
 If you use other technologies [for class], why do you use them instead? 
 What do you think the university could do to make education technologies better? 




One interesting quality about my interviews with these students is that my interviews took 
place a few days to a couple of weeks after EPS 415 had ended, which meant that many of these 
students had already started taking a course in the second summer session.  Several of my 
participants wanted to compare their experiences in EPS 415 with either a previous class or the 
new class they were currently taking.  This gave me good data about their outlook on learning 




CHAPTER 4: STUDY 1 RESEARCH FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
In the previous chapter, I explained the research methodology I followed to collect data 
for my studies.  In this chapter, I will examine and discuss the findings from my first study.  My 
primary method of data collection for the THEA 101 study was through textual analysis of the 
“extra credit” discussion forums, where students could give feedback on the course design and 
implementation, along with student surveys that accompanied these forums.  A secondary source 
of data came from interviews with the THEA 101 Teaching Assistants (TAs) who ran the 
sections and served as instructors of record.   
 A basic outline of my data is as follows: 
Course Survey: 
 Pre-course survey was conducted in September; post-course survey was conducted in 
November 
 Provided quantitative data from multiple-choice questions and qualitative data from free-
response questions 
Forum Discussions: 
 “Extra credit forum” was conducted at the end of course in November/December 
 Forums provided qualitative data for field notes of community interaction 
 Data from forums was compared to survey free-response data 
TA Interviews: 
 TA interviews were conducted at the end of course in November/December 




 In the examination of this data, I wanted to look for two things.  First, what did the data 
tell me about the relationships of instructors and learners to each other and the technology?  
Second, what did the data tell me about how technology affects learning, according to my Model 
of Engaged Online Learning? 
 
Survey of THEA 101 Students – Quantitative Results 
 According to the marketing tactics promoted by LMS facilitators and some prior research 
in the field, it is often assumed that there will be a significant difference in learning effects based 
on the technologies used.  However, the existing literature provides little support for such 
notions, and very little actual research has offered comparative studies of LMS platforms.  
Because most LMS platforms offer similar features, I believe that it’s more reasonable to assume 
that they are largely analogous except where these features are used differently. 
 In my examination of the THEA 101 survey data, I was able to examine five important 
indicators of student engagement and learning.  These indicators are:  1) Attitude toward training 
needs in learning technologies, 2) Effect of LMS platform features on class performance, 3) 
Attitude toward use of learning technologies, 4) Engagement experiences in using learning 
technologies, and 5) Preference regarding use of technology in courses.  Specifically, I looked at 
the attitudes expressed by students when asked equivalent questions in the pre-test and post-test 
by grouping these questions into scales.  I then set up a series of hypotheses to correspond to the 
research questions. 
 As mentioned in Chapter 3, about 100 students used each platform in my research site, 
and my 69% participant response rate was adequately distributed across the platforms.  Section 1 
had the lowest response rate with 54% (25/46) of the students participating, while Section 8 had 
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the highest response rate with 92% (44/48) of students participating.  For each section, I felt that 
I had a high enough rate of participation to accurately measure significant findings.  
My hypotheses tested for differences in student attitudes both across section and across 
time.  In hypotheses 1-5, I compared each LMS to the others.  This was easy to do since I had a 
large data set.  In hypotheses 6-10, I used the same scales, but this time I compared the data of 
the pre-test surveys to the post-test surveys. 
As I will detail below, I found significance in two of my hypotheses, hypothesis 9 and 
hypothesis 10.  These hypotheses corresponded to the technology engagement scale and the 
technology preference measure, respectively.  They also both proved to only hold significance 
from the pre-test to the post-test results, with no significance emerging among different LMS 
platforms. 
 
Study 1 Survey Analysis 
 Participants in educational coursework sometimes use platforms with which they are 
familiar, while at other times they are given new technology systems to use.  As I mentioned in 
Chapter 3, students were already familiar with the Blackboard Learn and Moodle platforms, but 
most had not used the Canvas or Scholar platforms.  Since students in THEA 101 were randomly 
assigned an LMS platform according to the section in which they were enrolled, about half of 
them were using a familiar platform and half were now participating through a new system.  In 
order to test whether most LMS platforms are largely analogous or have large differences that 
require explanation, I formed the hypothesis: 
H1:  There will be no significant difference in expressed attitude toward the need for 
technology training observed across LMS platforms. 
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 The next indicator of engagement and learning specifically looks at the effects that LMS 
features have on class performance.  These companies make big claims about their superiority in 
facilitating LMS features.  If the assertions and marketing material of LMS companies are to be 
proven true, the students will need to feel that the LMS platforms they use do a better job than 
other options of serving their needs.  Again, to test whether or not most LMS platforms are 
largely analogous, I hypothesize that: 
H2:  There will be no significant difference in expressed effect of LMS features helping to 
improve the class performance of learners across LMS platforms. 
 The third indicator of engagement and learning can be seen in student evaluation of the 
helpfulness of technological features implemented by any LMS.  If any one LMS platform can 
be seen as superior to others, it will likely be indicated by the manner in which users find the 
system to be comparatively beneficial.  However, if the various LMS platforms are too similar, it 
is unlikely that such differences in learner perception will emerge.  Therefore, I hypothesize that: 
H3:  There will be no significant difference in expressed attitude toward use of technology 
in classes being helpful to achieving learning goals across LMS platforms. 
 My fourth indicator of engagement and learning considers how the technology 
requirements of a course affect the engagement experience of learners in the class.  When 
learners are required to use technology features or when these features are made a central part of 
the course expectations, learners become dependent on the technology they are using.  In the 
case of THEA 101, students are required to work within the LMS platform to which they are 
assigned.  If there is a difference in the quality of the LMS platforms, we would expect to see an 
engagement effect reported by the study participants.  To test the idea that the LMS platforms we 
are using will have different effects on engagement, I hypothesize that: 
 
89 
H4:  There will be no significant difference in expressed experience of technology 
engagement reported by learners across LMS platforms. 
 My final indicator of engagement and learning looks at learner preference regarding the 
use of technology in classes.  Various classes have different levels of technology use.  Some 
classes may have no technology component and rely completely on classroom sessions.  On the 
other hand, THEA 101 is a class that meets entirely online with no face-to-face or virtual 
meetings.  It is reasonable to think that students may change their attitudes about learning 
technologies after taking such an immersive course.  To test this idea, I will hypothesize that: 
H5:  There will be no significant difference in expressed preference regarding the use of 
technology in classes reported by learners across LMS platforms. 
 The above hypotheses examine indicators of engagement and learning across different 
LMS platforms in the post-test only.  However, it’s important to recognize that the LMS 
platform design is only one factor that might affect the learning environment.  My Model of 
Engaged Online Learning recognizes that two other factors may be important: Learner 
Characteristics and Motivations, as well as Pedagogical Philosophy and Course Design. 
 We can expect that Learner Characteristics and Motivations are going to be the same 
across each platform, since the demographics among the sections are almost identical.  However, 
the Pedagogical Philosophy and Course Design may be a factor that does cause significant 
differences in engagement and learning.  I believe that an examination of engagement and 
learning indicators across time is a way that we might find differences caused by this factor, even 
if no difference is found among LMS platforms. 
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 My next five hypotheses deal with differences reported between the pre-test and post-test 
for the entire population.  These hypotheses use the same scales that were developed from my 
survey data for hypotheses 1-5.  We can test for significance as follows: 
H6:  There will be no significant difference in expressed attitude toward the need for 
technology training observed between the pre-test and post-test surveys. 
H7:  There will be no significant difference in expressed effect of LMS features helping to 
improve the class performance of learners between the pre-test and post-test surveys. 
H8:  There will be no significant difference in expressed attitude toward use of technology 
in classes being helpful to achieving learning goals between the pre-test and post-test 
surveys. 
H9:  There will be no significant difference in expressed experience of technology 
engagement reported by learners between the pre-test and post-test surveys. 
H10:  There will be no significant difference in expressed preference regarding the use of 
technology in classes reported by learners between the pre-test and post-test surveys. 
 
 In summary, what we are looking for with this survey analysis is an understanding of 
how students are affected according to the three components of my Model of Engaged Online 
Learning.  Hypotheses 1-5 help us understand LMS Design and Affordances by comparing the 
post-test survey answers of students in the four different LMS platforms.  The Learner 
Characteristics and Motivations can reasonably be inferred to be the same across each platform 
since there is no difference in the demographics.  Finally, hypotheses 6-10 help us understand the 
Pedagogical Philosophy and Course Design by comparing pre-test survey and post-test survey 
results across time.  Each was tested by running an Analysis of Variance (ANOVA) on the scale 
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H1:  There will be no significant difference in expressed attitude toward the need for 
technology training observed across LMS platforms. 
Dependent Variable:  Technology Training Scale 
Independent Variable:  Platform 
 To investigate this hypothesis, a one-way ANOVA was performed.  Results of the 
ANOVA revealed no significant differences between groups F (1,260) = .17, p=.92.  ANOVA 
found that when considering all LMS platforms, no significant difference emerged in the post-
test attitudes toward need for participant training.  The Technology Training Scale is the mean 
score of two questions dealing with how much learners agree with the idea that more student and 
teacher training are needed, as described in the Code Book (See Appendix B). 
H2:  There will be no significant difference in expressed effect of LMS features helping to 
improve the class performance of learners across LMS platforms. 
Dependent Variable:  LMS Features Effect Scale 
Independent Variable:  Platform 
 To investigate this hypothesis, a one-way ANOVA was performed.  Results of the 
ANOVA revealed no significant differences between groups F (1,255) = 1.56, p=.20.  ANOVA 
found that when considering all LMS platforms, no significant difference emerged in the post-
test participant evaluation of LMS feature effect.  The LMS Features Effect Scale is a mean 
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score of how learners rated the effectiveness of nine common LMS features, as described in the 
Code Book (See Appendix B). 
H3:  There will be no significant difference in expressed attitude toward use of technology 
in classes being helpful to achieving learning goals across LMS platforms. 
Dependent Variable:  Use of Technology Scale 
Independent Variable:  Platform 
 To investigate this hypothesis, a one-way ANOVA was performed.  Results of the 
ANOVA revealed no significant differences between groups F (1,255) = .81, p=.97.  ANOVA 
found that when considering all LMS platforms, no significant difference emerged in the post-
test participant self-reporting of technology use.  The Use of Technology Scale is a mean score 
of how much students agree that the use of technology helped them achieve seven class goals, as 
described in the Code Book (See Appendix B). 
H4:  There will be no significant difference in expressed experience of technology 
engagement reported by learners across LMS platforms. 
Dependent Variable:  Technology Engagement Experience Scale 
Independent Variable:  Platform 
To investigate this hypothesis, a one-way ANOVA was performed.  Results of the 
ANOVA revealed no significant differences between groups F (1,257) = .20, p=.90.  ANOVA 
found that when considering all LMS platforms, no significant difference emerged in the post-
test perceived level of technology engagement.  The Technology Engagement Experience Scale 
is a mean score of how much students agree that technology helps keep them engaged in six 
elements of the course, as described in the Code Book (See Appendix B). 
 
93 
H5:  There will be no significant difference in expressed preference regarding the use of 
technology in classes reported by learners across LMS platforms. 
Dependent Variable:  Tech Preference Measure 
Independent Variable:  Platform 
 To investigate this hypothesis, a one-way ANOVA was performed.  Results of the 
ANOVA revealed no significant differences between groups F (1,264) = .12, p=.95.  ANOVA 
found that when considering all LMS platforms, no significant difference emerged in the post-
test attitudes toward preference of using technology in education.  The Tech Preference 
comparison is an analysis of Post-Test Question 11:  “Based on your experiences in THEA 101, 
what are your preferences regarding the use of technology in your classes?” (See Appendix B) 
H6:  There will be no significant difference in expressed attitude toward the need for 
technology training observed between the pre-test and post-test surveys. 
Dependent Variable:  Technology Training Scale 
Independent Variable:  Time 
 To investigate this hypothesis, a one-way ANOVA was performed.  Results of the 
ANOVA revealed no significant differences between groups F (1,485) = 1.30, p=.26.  ANOVA 
found that when considering all LMS platforms, no significant difference emerged between pre-
test and post-test participant attitudes on the need for Technology Training, indicated by the 
same scale used in H1. 
H7:  There will be no significant difference in expressed effect of LMS features helping to 
improve the class performance of learners between the pre-test and post-test surveys. 
Dependent Variable:  LMS Features Effect Scale 
Independent Variable:  Time 
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 To investigate this hypothesis, a one-way ANOVA was performed.  Results of the 
ANOVA revealed no significant differences between groups F (1,477) = .68, p=.41.  ANOVA 
found that when considering all LMS platforms, no significant difference emerged between the 
pre-test and post-test in participant evaluation of LMS Features, indicated by the same scale used 
in H2. 
H8:  There will be no significant difference in expressed attitude toward use of technology 
in classes being helpful to achieving learning goals between the pre-test and post-test 
surveys. 
Dependent Variable:  Use of Technology Scale 
Independent Variable:  Time 
 To investigate this hypothesis, a one-way ANOVA was performed.  Results of the 
ANOVA revealed no significant differences between groups F (1,479) = 2.05, p=.15.  ANOVA 
found that when considering all LMS platforms, no significant difference emerged between pre-
test and post-test participant self-reporting of Technology Usage, as indicated by the same scale 
used in H3. 
H9:  There will be no significant difference in expressed experience of technology 
engagement reported by learners between the pre-test and post-test surveys. 
Dependent Variable:  Technology Engagement Experience Scale 
Independent Variable:  Time 
 To investigate this hypothesis, a one-way ANOVA was performed.  Results of the 
ANOVA revealed there were significant differences between groups F (1,480) = 23.82, p=.00.  
ANOVA found that when considering all LMS platforms, a significant difference emerged in 
perceived level of technology engagement, as indicated by the same scale used in H4. 
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H10:  There will be no significant difference in expressed preference regarding the use of 
technology in classes reported by learners between the pre-test and post-test surveys. 
Dependent Variable:  Tech Preference Measure 
Independent Variable:  Time 
 To investigate this hypothesis, a one-way ANOVA was performed.  Results of the 
ANOVA revealed there were significant differences between groups F (1,490) = 27.95, p=.00.  
ANOVA found that when considering all LMS platforms, a significant difference emerged in 
preference for using technology in education.  The Tech Preference Measure appeared as 
Question 31 in the pre-test and Question 14 in the post-test. 
 
Significant Findings 
 It was notable to observe that no significant difference was found in expressed attitudes 
of students across any of the categories we tested for among LMS platforms.  In other words, it 
didn’t seem that the choice of LMS platform had any significant effect on user experience.  
Several reasons could lead to this result, but I think the most likely factor was that the various 
sections were intentionally designed to minimize differences.  This will be discussed further 
below. 
 Secondly, no significant differences were found between the pre-test and post-test 
attitudes toward technology training, effect of LMS features, or use of technology in classes as 
being helpful.  In other words, students had the same general attitudes about these factors at the 
end of the course as they did at the beginning.  An examination of this data reveals that the 
students started with a positive attitude toward education technologies and expressed self-
confidence in using LMS platforms, so there wasn’t much room for growth. 
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 The only tests that returned significant results were H9 and H10.   These were interesting 
because they most directly relate to the general student experience of taking an online course, as 
opposed to the specific technology system.  This was confirmed by the fact that there was no 
significant variance between LMS platforms. 
 H9 deals with the Technology Engagement Experience Scale.  Since the students reported 
an increase in their level of engagement after taking the course, it’s fair to conclude that the 
THEA 101 experience in some way had a positive effect on their technology engagement.  H10 
deals with the Tech Preference Measure, which came from the question, “Which of the following 
best describes your preference regarding the use of technology in your classes?” and was 
followed by a Likert-type scale of progressively more immersive technology options.  Similarly, 
it’s reasonable to conclude that the THEA 101 experience can be credited with increasing the 
technology preference levels of students.   
 
Survey of THEA 101 Students – Free-Response Answers 
 My first step in analyzing qualitative observations was to look at the answers to free-
response survey questions.  These responses must be understood in the context of the survey and 
the way that previous questions had focused on technological preferences and capabilities.  To 
analyze the responses, I used an emergent tagging system that grouped responses into categories 
according to the sentiment expressed, as advocated by Lofland and Lofland (1995), following a 
recursive method of tag refinement as described in Chapter 3. 
 My data set included 265 participants from a total population of 383 students.  However, 
many of the participants chose not to offer any feedback in the free-response answers, as I will 
show below.  This brought the participation rate for this section of the survey far below levels 
 
97 
necessary to find significance in statistical analysis.   When applicable, a response was given 
with more than one tag. 
Response Tags Key 
 Blank:  These represent participants who chose to skip the question. 
 No:  These are responses where the participant answered in the negative. 
 Video Lecture:  These responses indicated a desire for video (or other pre-recorded 
media) lectures to accompany the course topics in addition to readings. 
 Tech Envy:  These responses indicated a general dissatisfaction with technology choice 
(i.e., participants who said they wished a different LMS had been used). 
 Tech Architecture:  These responses gave a specific complaint about some aspect of the 
technology being used (as opposed to a general complaint in “Tech Envy”). 
 Tech Architecture, Notifications:  These responses specifically called for a more robust 
notification system of course activities (e.g., emails when papers were due). 
 Pedagogy:  These responses were critical of some aspect of the course pedagogical 
design. 
 Live Sessions:  These responses asked for live online meetings with the class and/or 
instructor. 
 Design:  These responses were critical of some aspect of the course instructional design. 
 Learning Curve:  These responses indicated a learning curve to use the LMS platform. 
 Good Experience:  These responses indicated a general good experience from the course. 
 Positive Online:  These responses indicated positive feelings about online classes after 
taking the course. 
 
98 
 Negative LMS:  These responses contained specific negative comments about the LMS 
platform used for the course. 
 Confusing:  These responses indicated that the course experience was confusing. 
 Positive LMS:  These responses contained specific positive comments about the LMS 
platform used for the course. 
 Unrelated:  These responses were not left blank or marked as “N/A” (not applicable), but 
were either unrelated to the question asked or written too vaguely for me to interpret what 
was meant. 
Q32:  Was there a specific technology or technique that was not used that could have 
improved THEA 101 as an online class? 
 Blank: 52; No: 131; Video Lecture: 28; Tech Envy: 20; Tech Architecture: 16; 
Tech Architecture, Notifications: 9; Pedagogy: 7; Live Session: 5; Unrelated: 6. 
 As shown from the list of tags, the most prevalent suggestion for improving the class was 
the addition of video lectures.  This was followed by indications of “tech envy” – the belief that 
some other technology or LMS platform would have been better for the course – and tech 
architecture suggestions.  I expand upon the details of these in the next section, where I compare 
them to the discussion forums. 
Q33:  Was there a specific technology or technique used in THEA 101 that made the online 
class more difficult for you? 
 Blank: 54; No: 145; Design: 22; Tech Architecture: 15; Learning Curve: 13;  
Tech Envy: 12; Pedagogy: 5; Unrelated: 3. 
 In this list of tags, we see that the most prevalent mention of what made the online class 
more difficult was the instructional design of the course.  I tried to keep this tag separate from 
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complaints about the technology architecture and issues related to the learning curve, which are 
related to the platforms specifically.  I also expand upon the details of these results in the next 
section, where I compare them to the discussion forums. 
Q49:  Would you like to tell us anything additional about your experiences using technology 
in THEA 101? 
 Blank: 114; No: 67; Good Experience: 39; Positive Online: 13; Negative LMS: 11; 
Pedagogy: 7; Confusing: 5; Positive LMS: 5; Unrelated: 3. 
 In this list of tags, we see that overall, more participants had good things to say about 
their experience than bad.  In fact, the largest category of responses specifically said the course 
was a good experience overall.  While 11 responses indicated a negative experience with the 
LMS, 13 responses indicated that they had a positive experience in the online environment and 5 
specifically cited positive experiences with the LMS. 
 Again, it is important to note that on every question, more than 70% of the students either 
actively indicated there was nothing applicable to report or skipped the question because they 
didn’t feel the need to say anything.  That means that we won’t have any findings that we can 
classify as statistically significant.  However, the responses that emerge should be useful to guide 
our exploration of the course discussions and activities. 
 
Observations of THEA 101 Sections 
 After analyzing the survey of THEA 101 students, I took up the task of using those 
results to interpret my observations of THEA 101 sections in the student discussion forums.  My 
quantitative survey analysis indicated that there would be significant differences in expressed 
experience of technology engagement and preference toward use of technology in classes.  In 
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other words, after taking THEA 101, no matter what LMS platform they used, students were 
more likely to have a more positive view of learning technologies and the way it helps them 
engage in their classes. 
 At the end of the course, all THEA 101 students who had participated in the online 
surveys were also invited to participate in a class discussion forum to give written feedback on 
the course.  This forum space offered even more room to write than the written sections of the 
survey.  Students who participated would receive extra credit points, so this exercise was 
colloquially called the “extra credit discussion.” 
 Unsurprisingly, the written responses mostly followed the same themes as the free-
response answers given in the post-test survey.  This was likely because students may have done 
the survey immediately before coming to the extra credit discussion and therefore assumed that 
the same information would be wanted for both. 
 This particular discussion forum has been a part of the THEA 101 course since the 
original design and is offered across every section.  It was just in the eight sections chosen for 
my study that students were also asked to take the survey and consent for their written data to be 
used for research purposes.  The discussion prompt was deliberately left very open-ended so that 
the course director could gather feedback from his students, and since it asked about how the 
course could be improved, it fit very well with my study. 
 The prompt read: 
We're looking for your input on how you experienced this course.  What parts of the on-
line class experience worked for you?  Which didn't?  How would you change the course 
to make it a better educational experience?  How does this experience compare to other 
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on-line courses you may have taken?  How does it compare to courses you have taken in 
person?  Again- comments will not hurt your grade, we'd like your input. 
With this prompt, I was able to directly compare the content of discussion to my free-response 
survey questions: 
Was there a technology or technique could have improved the course? 
 When students were asked what could have improved THEA 101, the top answer that 
emerged was a suggestion for video lectures.  This idea became a topic of discussion in the 
forums, where a few users took the idea a step further and said they wanted recorded lectures or 
webinar live sessions with their instructor and peers as a way of supplementing the basic course 
design.  The course was already designed in a weekly format with readings from a textbook and 
a PDF slide show of lecture notes provided by the professor.  The notes helped to explain and 
supplement the textbook materials, and some students felt that the notes could have incorporated 
an actual video or audio lecture from the professor.  They said that this would give them more 
innovative learning techniques and a better connection to the people who developed the course. 
 This opinion, while popular, was not unanimous.  While most of those who advocated for 
video lectures got supportive replies from their peers, detractors also made their opinions known.  
The top reason against including video lectures was that detractors felt it simply wasn’t 
necessary, since the current course format had been sufficient in delivering the material to them.  
They also didn’t want to have to take the time to watch or listen to the lectures, preferring instead 
to read the lecture notes at their own pace. 
 The next issue that we saw with regard to the question on course improvement was an 
issue that I summarized as “tech envy,” that the LMS technology being used to deliver the course 
was not as good as another option.  All of the students had used some form of LMS in the past, 
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and some of them knew students were taking THEA 101 in a different platform.  Tellingly, this 
attitude was encountered across every platform with students who felt the microchips must be 
greener on the other side of some digital fence. 
 The response to student comments indicating “tech envy” didn’t get as much affirmation 
when it came to the course discussion.  Peers were much more likely to push back on the idea 
that platform selection was a flaw in THEA 101 delivery.  The most common response was that 
the University of Illinois has many different learning technologies and that students needed to 
just get used to dealing with them.  Students commonly cited Learn@Illinois in LAS, Compass 
as a campus-wide platform, and LON-CAPA in the Engineering programs.  They also pointed 
out good qualities of the LMS platform their section used as a defense against the attitude of 
“tech envy.” 
 The issue of technology architecture also did not go far in discussion.  Generally, a 
student would mention some feature that he/she wished was part of the platform.  The only 
feature that consistently came up among multiple participants and actually generated discussion 
was a notification system.  Most often, the specific proposal was that the system would 
automatically email students to remind them of upcoming assignment deadlines.  This would 
almost always generate debate, as an equal number of detractors felt that they already received 
too many emails, and it should be the job of the individual to stay on top of his/her own calendar 
and/or utilize the notification tools that already exist. 
Was there a technology or technique that made the course more difficult? 
 While 75% of participants (199/265) chose to either skip this question or answer in the 
negative, two groups had strong opinions on the matter.  Unlike the previous question, where the 
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participants who chose to respond were pretty evenly distributed across each platform, this 
question had two distinct groupings. 
 The first group of responses was from students who mentioned the design of the course 
as a problem.  Of the 22 responses tagged, 11 of them were from the Canvas platform.  When I 
looked into this matter, I found that there had been a problem at the beginning of the semester 
with the way that Canvas had been set up.  Students hadn’t been able to submit the first 
assignment correctly, and some of the initial dates didn’t line up correctly when the course was 
transferred from Blackboard. 
 These issues were quickly resolved once the Instructional Design team in the College of 
Fine Arts was made aware of the issue.  In the course discussion, some students pointed out how 
quickly the issue had been resolved and noted that the “Theatre Department” (as they identified 
the designers) had done a good job of handling the issue. 
 The second group of responses to this question was from participants who found 
problems with the Scholar platform.  Of the responses tagged, 5/22 of Design, 10/15 of Tech 
Architecture, 9/13 of Learning Curve, and 8/12 of Tech Envy tags were from responses by 
students in Scholar.  While some responses had multiple tags, it is fair to say that this represented 
20 negative responses to Scholar.  However, only a few of them indicated an extreme dislike of 
Scholar, as opposed to just taking a critical view of some aspect of the platform. 
 One reason cited several times both in the survey response and in the course discussion 
was that students didn’t like having to use both Scholar and Learn@Illinois in a hybrid format.  
While it would have been preferable to have the course entirely facilitated in Scholar, the 
platform did not have an integrated gradebook at that time, so quizzes and some materials were 
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provided on Learn@Illinois, while the students were provided with links to Scholar for all course 
discussion and writing assignments. 
 A lot of the course discussion about Scholar revolved around the architecture and how 
different it was from other LMS platforms.  Students were divided on whether or not they liked 
the way Scholar was organized to deliver course materials.  While some said that they liked the 
way it was laid out, more akin to a social media feed, others mentioned ways it didn’t fit the 
structures of traditional LMS platforms as failings. 
 Another reason for students’ negative response to Scholar was the learning curve 
involved.  This was not surprising, because the Scholar architecture is deliberately different and 
designed to encourage more active participation.  In the course discussion, more nuance was 
involved, with several students sharing how it took them a while (sometimes several weeks) to 
get the hang of Scholar, but once they did, they felt that it was a very interactive.  Only a few 
indicated that they didn’t feel it was worthwhile at all. 
Would you like to tell us anything additional? 
 This question was deliberately left very open-ended to see what responses might emerge.  
As with the first two questions, we definitely saw a pattern.  The strongest responses that 
specifically mention the LMS belong to Scholar, followed by Canvas.  With Compass and 
Learn@Illinois, the technology tended to fade into the background. 
 Ten responses specifically mentioned a negative aspect of the LMS platform used in the 
course; of these, seven were about Scholar and two concerned Canvas.  A few were extremely 
negative, like “please stop using Scholar” and “Canvas was very difficult to navigate.”  On the 
other hand, all five of the responses that specifically mentioned a positive LMS aspect were 
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about Scholar (2) or Canvas (3).  Going into the course discussion further reveals how these 
platforms could be rather polarizing. 
 We should also note that 39 responses indicated that students had a good experience in 
the course and that Scholar (11) and Canvas (9) did just fine, as these tags were evenly 
distributed across the platforms.  Another 13 responses indicated a positive online experience in 
the course, with one tag for Scholar and four tags for Canvas.  I found it interesting that while 
eight responses from participants in the Compass and Learn@Illinois platforms indicated a 
positive online experience, not one of them mentioned the LMS as a part of it.  Five participants 
reported some part of the course as being confusing, and eight had comments about the 
pedagogy. 
 The discussion forums supported the tags in terms of experiences and thoughts about the 
LMS.  Overall, most people indicated that they were pleased with the course and had fun while 
they learned interesting material.  When people complained about some aspect of the LMS or 
course design, they generally received pushback from dissenting peers.  For instance, when a 
student complained that learning how to use Scholar was too hard, another student replied that it 
was similar to other social media platforms and easy to pick up after a bit of practice. 
 The responses to the demographic questions in the pre-course survey made it clear that 
every student had prior experience with at least one, if not multiple, LMS platforms.  The great 
majority of students had used both Blackboard Learn (branded as Illinois Compass) and Moodle 
(branded as Learn@Illinois) for courses as Illinois students.  Neither of these platforms elicited 
strong reactions from the student population. 
 Familiarity with the platforms is undoubtedly part of the reason why the platforms were 
considered unremarkable; users tend to accept familiar systems with the features and limitations 
 
106 
they know are built-in as simply part of the experience.  Another reason might be because these 
two platforms had development teams behind them, working to apply University of Illinois 
design standards so that they would feel like part of the institutional experience.  The other LMS 
platforms did not have these same advantages. 
 For better or worse, there was more “buzz” around Canvas as an alternative LMS 
platform for the students in the sections that used it.  While some students felt that Canvas was 
inferior because it was separate from the institutional platforms like Compass and 
Learn@Illinois which used their official NetID Login, others liked the updated design and 
different features.  This is actually a selling point that Instructure touts, as their template for 
Canvas employed more modern design elements than the Blackboard Learn version being used 
by the university. 
 The Scholar platform was much more controversial, with students who commented in the 
extra credit discussion being more likely to have strong opinions about it.  On the negative side, 
students complained about three features:  Scholar required a separate login; there was a steep 
learning curve to become fully proficient in the platform; and because the platform was missing 
features like a gradebook, they still had to do quizzes and a few other activities in Compass.  On 
the positive side, other students loved the social media-style discussion timeline and found the 
writing platform to be superior to uploading files.  The result was that the positives and negatives 
seemed to balance each other out. 
 
Interviews of the Teaching Assistants 
 As I noted in Chapter 3, five TAs were involved in my study – two TAs who taught the 
sections in Blackboard Learn, and three TAs who each taught two sections in Moodle, Canvas, 
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and Scholar, respectively.  In the final weeks of the class – after all course material had been 
delivered and the students were submitting their final projects – I conducted TA interviews.  
These interviews were conducted in a Blackboard Collaborate session, which allowed face-to-
face video conferencing if the TA wished to turn on his/her camera and, more importantly, 
allowed me to create a digital recording. 
 The interviews followed an IRB-approved protocol of questions as described in Chapter 
3, but were intentionally left flexible so that the subjects could direct the conversation where they 
saw fit.  Upon completion of the interviews, I had the recordings converted to text transcripts and 
then listened to the recordings again with the transcripts to compile research notes.  The main 
focus of these interviews was to understand the TA’s experience teaching in the LMS. 
 
TA Interview Analysis 
 The TAs for the THEA 101 sections in my study proved to be excellent informants about 
the technology, the students taking the course, and the pedagogical framework the course was 
built on.  From these conversations, I found a lot of evidence that these three factors from my 
model interacted in the field.  This is the composite analysis from the five separate one-on-one 
interviews I conducted. 
 My informants were in agreement that students in THEA 101 were attracted to the class 
because of the fact that it provided a flexible format and met a general education requirement.  
The fact that this particular class has an asynchronous schedule means that students don’t have to 
worry about where it will fit into their course timetable.  Students were also perceived as wanting 
to take the class because they expected it would be fun and/or easy. 
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 Another common theme that the TAs noted was that the students would often complain 
or be irresponsible.  When I asked what students had the most trouble with – leaving an opening 
for the TAs to talk about a technological feature of the LMS – all of them said something about 
how students will forget deadlines or not submit their work on time.  The attitude of the TAs was 
that this was the fault of the students who needed to stop being lazy and keep on top of the work 
they have been assigned. 
 A specific example the TAs gave is that students often requested a system that would 
email them reminders about upcoming deadlines, but the TA would say something along the 
lines of “I don’t think that would work” or “I don’t think they should have that feature.”  The 
reason given was that it should be the responsibility of the students to keep track of their 
calendars and submit assignments on time.  Learning personal responsibility should be a part of 
the course. 
 That example actually leads us into the second factor of my Model of Engaged Online 
Learning, which is the Pedagogical Philosophy of the course.  After several TAs responded 
negatively to email reminders, one informed me that this idea may have originated from the 
course director, Professor Morrissette.  He reportedly gives all the THEA 101 TAs explicit 
instructions not to send out email reminders because it is too much work, and it could create an 
inconsistency between sections if one TA forgets to do so. 
 It is interesting that my informants all agreed with this pedagogical principle and 
incorporated it into their own frameworks.  It seemed that Morrissette hasn’t had to directly 
address the issue of students wanting a technological assignment reminder; he was just telling his 
TAs not to make course announcements regarding deadlines.  But they took this principle to the 
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next level and decided the technological reminders would also be a bad idea for the personal 
responsibility component. 
 While that aspect of the pedagogical philosophy of the course director translated down to 
the TAs, there were other philosophies where opinion diverged.  While the course director was 
comfortable with the design of the course and had told me in previous meetings that he didn’t see 
much purpose in adding a video lecture component, a few of the TAs brought up the idea of 
video lectures being a good addition to the course and cited the fact that many students had 
expressed interest. 
 Three TAs expressed disappointment or frustration with the amount of work they were 
expected to do for the size of their appointment.  Graduate TAs were given a 25% appointment 
for two sections of 50 students each.  This meant they were being paid to work 5 hours per week 
for each section they taught.  While campus policy says TAs are not allowed to exceed their 
contracted hours, it is not uncommon for them to do so.  Budget considerations are a very real 
part of course pedagogy when it comes to large classes with multiple sections being run by a 
teaching staff like this. 
 As one TA pointed out, the department is unlikely to change the structure because “the 
course is so lucrative right now.”  The profitability of the course was confirmed by Professor 
Morrissette, who had mentioned in previous meetings that it was helpful in funding the Theatre 
Department.  Still, the TA said that she wanted more time to make deeper connections with her 
students and engage with them over the materials.  She suggested that perhaps there could be a 
special section for students who wanted to go more in-depth on theatre topics and have a TA 
who could spend more time with them.  Another TA echoed the fact that they mostly serve to 
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facilitate the course workflow and wished to have more interactions with students on course 
topics. 
 Comparing the LMS platforms revealed how much instructors rely on back-end features 
to facilitate an online course of this kind.  The two instructors who were using Blackboard Learn 
had little criticism for the technology.  Both of them were experienced instructors who had 
taught THEA 101 online in previous semesters.  Neither of them mentioned anything about the 
student experience using the technology, but did make good comments about the way that 
Blackboard makes scoring and feedback easy with the grading system.  They also mentioned the 
helpfulness of the grading rubrics for each assignment that had been developed by the course 
director and lead TA. 
 The instructor using Moodle had previous experience teaching THEA 101 with 
Blackboard and also had experience teaching a class in the College of LAS that used Moodle.  
This informant made a lot of comparisons between the two platforms, noting that the grading 
system in Blackboard had been easier because of the built-in rubric.  On the other hand, the 
informant felt that the Moodle gradebook was a better experience for the students and said it 
looked cleaner and more secure.  The TA seemed to hold a preference for the aesthetic design of 
how the information was presented, which Moodle simplified. 
 The instructor using Canvas made a lot of positive remarks about the experience and was 
enthusiastic in recommending that THEA 101 consider adopting the platform.  This TA thought 
the Canvas Speed Grader was very good from the instructor side and reported a positive response 
from students for the Canvas interface.  Of the different features that Canvas included, students 
seemed to really like the calendar interface and the course page sidebar that gave a listing of 
upcoming assignments and important dates. 
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 The Canvas instructor had obviously explored the platform’s options and wanted to go 
further in utilizing them for the course.  Specifically mentioned was the video response tool, 
which allowed students to use their webcams to record and submit video instead of just typing a 
response.  Another suggestion was to have students embed multimedia clips in their text.  The 
only critique of this platform, beyond the bugs around the initial login period at the beginning of 
the course, was that the sidebar links to the discussion forums had been disabled.  While the TA 
felt that would have made things easier for the students, this was actually a deliberate design 
choice by the instructional designer.  The course director wanted students to only enter those 
forums through the weekly modules, where they would see links to the course materials they 
were supposed to be discussing. 
 The Scholar instructor did not feel that the semester had gone smoothly.  With the nature 
of Scholar as an experimental platform, it had several new features that were unique to the 
platform, and it was missing other common LMS features.  The TA observed that students had 
trouble with learning how to use the platform throughout the entire semester.  Scholar is known 
to have a steep learning curve, so quite a bit of time was spent explaining how to submit work or 
passing questions on to the instructional design team for technical support. 
 Grading was also extremely difficult for the TA because the design affordances of 
Scholar didn’t line up with how THEA 101 had been structured.  Because THEA 101 didn’t use 
Scholar’s peer review process, students would use the on-site Works app to just write their 
assignments and then submit as a draft.  However, many would forget to hit the submit button, 
which meant that the TA had to check the work manually since it didn’t appear as complete on 
the dashboard.  It was also hard for the TA to grade discussion posts, since Scholar doesn’t keep 
a list of who has commented on the updates.  The TA would have to either look at the individual 
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posts to check who had commented, or go to each student’s activity list to see if it showed a 
comment for the weekly discussion topic being graded. 
 
Study 1 Summary 
 When I set up my experiment, I thought that we would see differences emerge among the 
experiences of students in various LMS platforms.  After all, these platforms are competing to be 
considered the best.  Each has different features, different ways of presenting course material, 
and different development teams.  In theory, they should compete to offer a better experience. 
 What I found, however, is that significant differences did not emerge.  Even though there 
was some recognition that Canvas had a more modern design style and Scholar had a very 
different pedagogical philosophy, the users still found them to be more or less equivalent within 
the quantitative measure of our surveys.  Even on the qualitative level, they found the new 
features to be interesting (or frustrating), but not enough to change the overall outlook on the 
platforms. 
 So what can account for this lack of distinction?  I believe it can be explained by the fact 
that the various sections were all designed to teach the course in the same way.  Canvas may 
have had a somewhat cleaner interface than Blackboard and Moodle, but students were still 
accessing PDF files in the same order, reading the same materials, and writing on the same 
discussion prompts.  Scholar allowed for use of the built-in writing platform instead of requiring 
students to create a new document on their computer and then upload it, but the pedagogical 
design of the course did not take advantage of Scholar’s peer review features. 
 When it came to the role of the instructors, they were all working within the constraints 
of the pedagogy designated by the course director.  This course was meant to be a walk through 
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the weekly modules with TAs who could ensure a consistent experience.  Even when we 
changed the platforms, the TAs worked to bring their sections back to the mean experience.  The 
TAs also worked hard to smooth over any technical difficulties so that the students would have 
as easy an experience as possible. 
 Going back to the Model of Engaged Online Learning, we can see how the three factors 
related to each other.  If these LMS platforms have different Designs and Affordances, then we 
should consider how the other factors can fit with them.  Perhaps we would intentionally divide 
up the students by Learner Characteristics and Motivations, putting those who are looking for a 
more writing-intensive course into the Scholar sections.  Or we could change the Pedagogical 
Philosophy and Course Design for some sections, restructuring the course flow to take advantage 
of new features and modules that Canvas might offer. 
 Ultimately, it should be no surprise that if two of our factors hold the same across these 
sections, it will box in the third factor to follow the same path.  Taking advantage of technology 
features needs to be done with consideration and intentionality.  Understanding the target 




CHAPTER 5: STUDY 2 RESEARCH FINDINGS AND DISCUSSION 
In Chapter 3, I explained the research methodology I followed to set up observation sites 
for online courses.  In this chapter, I will examine and discuss the findings from my second 
study.  My primary method of data collection for the EPS 415 study came from my interviews 
with student participants.  A secondary source of data came from a student survey, the forum 
discussions, and online classroom discussion observations. 
 In the examination of this data, I focused on three things.  First, what did the data tell me 
about the relationships of instructors and learners to each other and the technology?  Second, 
what did the data tell me about student motivations and fears on collaboration and privacy?  
Finally, what did the data tell me about how technology affects learning, according to my Model 
of Engaged Online Learning? 
 A basic outline of my data is as follows: 
Participant Observation: 
 Interacted with class as a participant-observer in May-June 
 Site included discussion forums, online classroom discussions, and final project team 
correspondence 
 Collected field notes and built relationships with study subjects 
Course Survey: 
 Survey conducted in June, near the end of the course 
 Provided quantitative data from multiple-choice questions and qualitative data from free-
response questions 
 20 out of the 86 students enrolled in the class responded (entire population was invited to 
participate), so data was used for guidance and not considered statistically significant.  
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 Student Interviews: 
 Interviews were conducted after the end of the course in June 
 Interviews were digitally recorded and transcribed, and provided qualitative data for field 
notes 
 
Participant Observation of EPS 415 
 Gathering the desired data for my second study was best facilitated by creating close 
connections with informants who were enrolled in the course I was studying.  By auditing the 
class and embedding in the field as a participant-observer, I was able to make these connections 
and gain access to the information I needed.  While this study did include a survey component, 
the most relevant information came from the field research. 
 
Field Observations:  Online Live Session Interaction 
 The online live sessions were meetings that took place in the late afternoon to early 
evening once per week.  These meetings followed a set format, where the first portion of the 
class featured a lecture/discussion by the professor, the second portion of the class had a 
community discussion among the three sections (about 25-30 students each), and the final 
portion of the class provided meeting time for the individual project teams (5-6 students each). 
 I was not surprised to find that as the groups became smaller, the students would reveal 
more about themselves and their attitudes toward the course structure.  In the lecture/discussion 
where everybody participated, students tended to stick to larger topics.  With Blackboard 
Collaborate (the online classroom platform), both the presenter and the students had the 
opportunity to either use the microphone or the text chat.  Most of the time, Professor Burbules 
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used the microphone, and students made comments in the text chat.  Some students used the 
“raise hand” feature and volunteered to speak through their own microphones in response, but 
others did not use the microphone the whole semester. 
 This bimodal method of interaction provided for an interesting chain of conversation.  As 
Professor Burbules spoke about the topic, students made text comments about what he had just 
said.  Other students would then respond to the first student’s comment.  This could lead to a 
tangential side-chain that split off from the main lecture, as text comments became more and 
more disconnected from the class topic.  Then, a minute or two later, the conversation could snap 
back in line with the lecture, as another student wrote a text comment about what Professor 
Burbules said next. 
 In the section discussion, just as many side-chain conversations would develop, but they 
had the effect of being much more consequential to the main conversation.  In this part of the 
class meeting, the students were expected to lead discussion themselves, so they didn’t have the 
direction of a subject expert who was regarded as having more authority.  While students would 
rotate the role of speaker among those willing to take the microphone, the speaker was much 
more actively engaged in not only reading through the comments of classmates, but also 
following their leads to discuss those tangents without the pressure to get through an agenda. 
 The project teams proved to be the most like a conversation, which made sense with 5-6 
students making up each of these small groups.  I found that the pace of these conversations was 
slower than the section discussion and that deeper analysis was made on each topic of 
conversation.  This was probably in part because of the fact that a smaller group made it easier to 
focus attention on individual members and facilitate deeper interpersonal interactions.  However, 
it also was likely that the nature of the conversations contributed to the more deliberate 
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discussion, as the purpose of the project teams was to create an online artifact about a particular 
topic related to the course, so that classmates and other interested parties could learn from it. 
 
Field Observations:  Project Team Interactions 
 In addition to the time that project teams met in class, they were also encouraged to set up 
alternative modes of communication so that they could work on their project topics.  This had 
been left intentionally vague by Professor Burbules, so that students would be encouraged to 
come up with their own ideas of how best to facilitate this interaction.  After building 
relationships with several different students during the online live sessions, I was able to gain 
invitation to the collaborative space of three project teams. 
 Team 1 used an email chain to communicate with group members and wrote draft 
documents in Microsoft Word, using the review feature to provide feedback.  Members of this 
group were distributed across US time zones and in China, so they valued flexibility in the 
process over opportunities for real-time discussion.  Their interactions were very professional 
and transactional, with little small talk and high expectations of member accountability.  Once a 
member sent the rest of the team a draft, the member would gather feedback and then incorporate 
that into the final version. 
 Team 2 used Google Docs Chat to coordinate activities between class sessions.  This was 
convenient for them, since their main work was being done on shared Google Documents that all 
team members could access.  The chat appeared as a running comment log with the document 
that was being edited.  Because it was a running chat, it gave participants a chance to be a bit 
more personal, rather than simply entering annotations.  There was more of a chance to explain 
ideas this way and work out the best solutions. 
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 Team 3 used a Slack channel to coordinate activities.  Slack is a collaborative team 
messaging service, which is something between a chat room and a development log.  While the 
platform is available on both desktop and mobile devices and can facilitate real-time text chats, it 
can also handle multimedia and file attachments and serve as a repository of created works.  This 
group was much more personal in messages, often sharing fun observations, personal details, and 
checking up on other team members’ well-being.  This was also the group that had the most 
collaborative editing, putting forth ideas in the Slack channel and then using the responses as 
formative feedback. 
 
Field Observations:  Discussion Forum 
 The discussion forum of EPS 415 was populated with students who were, unsurprisingly, 
enthusiastic about the topic of education technology and the policies behind it.  Unlike THEA 
101, where much of the group had self-selected for the course because it had a reputation for 
being an easy way to fulfill general education requirements, this population had self-selected 
because of the course topic.  While EPS 415 is a core required class for several education policy 
programs at the master’s and doctoral levels, membership in these programs was similarly self-
selected.  There was a noticeable difference in how much more deeply students wanted to delve 
into the weekly materials and discuss them with classmates.  These students were looking to 
become proficient in the topic of Technology and Education Reform rather than simply gain an 
appreciation for it, as was the contrasting case in Introduction to Theatre Arts. 
 Each week, Professor Burbules started the discussion by posting a video podcast and/or 
reading materials and posing a series of questions.  Students were very good about using this 
material as their starting point and giving their thoughts on the topics.  When other students 
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joined the conversation, they responded not only to the professor’s materials, but also to the 
ideas and comments of their classmates.  A real dialogue emerged, where ideas were challenged 
and refined. 
 The discussion forums were kept manageable by limiting participation to each section.  
Professor Burbules’ pedagogical design included dividing the students up into sections of about 
25-30 members, each of which had a designated instructor to oversee and moderate discussions.  
Professor Burbules took care of the first section himself and trusted his TA co-instructors (both 
PhD candidates) to lead the other two sections. 
 The smaller sections and higher levels of learner motivation in EPS 415 seemed to 
improve the discussion, compared to THEA 101.  Students not only delved deeper into the 
material, but they also displayed friendlier attitudes and more personal connections to their 
classmates.  These friendly attitudes and involved comments weren’t just displayed in each 
weekly discussion, but also across weeks and into the live sessions, as students remembered the 
connections they had made. 
 
Survey of EPS 415 Students 
 For this survey, I received responses from 20 of 86 students enrolled in the course.  With 
a mere 23% response rate, I cannot claim these numbers have significance for statist ical analysis 
purposes.  However, I did consider this information as being informative of general attitudes 
among motivated students in the course and used the responses to help guide the conversations I 




To start, participation was split evenly across the three sections.  Eight respondents came 
from the first section, and the second and third sections had six respondents each.  This was 
helpful in balancing out my research, since I had primarily spent time with members of the 
second section in participant observation. 
 The survey demographics also showed an 80/20 female-male ratio, which was 
representative of the class, as well as a good age distribution, with participants ranging from 23 
to 51 years old.  All of the students were post-baccalaureate, with 75% working toward their 
EdM.  Full-time students made up 40% of the respondents, with 50% part-time and 10% non-
degree seeking.  A good distribution was reported for socioeconomic status growing up, and all 
were US citizens. 
 The first set of attitudinal questions asked students how they felt about using technology 
in their classes.  My questions gauged whether they preferred taking classes that had more face-
to-face components with less technology, or more technology usage with fewer face-to-face 
opportunities.  Not surprisingly, the respondents who indicated they had less preference for 
online classes were students enrolled in on-campus programs.  Because the College of Education 
generally offers very few on-campus courses during the summer terms, a lot of on-campus 
students take online courses instead. 
 Next, I asked a series of questions regarding the structure of online courses.  No clear 
preference emerged for courses that were completely asynchronous compared to having a weekly 
online meeting, or set up with a weekly structure compared to having a less structured format.  
All questions ranged around 40-60% positive responses when asked in different ways.  A 
similarly mixed response emerged when it came to interacting with peers online compared to 
working on materials alone.  The response to one statement did stand out:  “I enjoy taking online 
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classes where I can create a group project with my peers.”  We saw 50% of respondents strongly 
disagree and another 20% disagree, compared to 10% agree and 20% strongly agree. 
 As a result of the course, 40% of students say their view of technology in education has 
not changed, while 55% say that they have a slightly more positive or much more positive view 
of technology in education.  No participants indicated they now had a more negative view of 
technology in education, though one participant did decline to answer.  While this question had 
originally been written to test how students were affected by the technology platforms, I can’t 
help but reflect on the fact that it may have been interpreted by students to be about the course 
materials, since this was a class on technology and education reform. 
 Half (50%) of the survey participants said that Learn@Illinois Moodle performed better 
than other LMS platforms they had used.  A quarter (25%) said it performed slightly worse, and 
the rest (25%) said that they had not used other LMS platforms as students.  It would have been 
interesting to ask these questions again a couple weeks later, after students started the second 
summer session.  Many of the students who had been in EPS 415 enrolled in another EPOL 
online course that used the Scholar platform and offered comparisons of the platforms in their 
interviews. 
 I also wanted to see how students felt about the course pedagogy and design.  When 
asked how the course materials were presented on the LMS, 80% of students said that they were 
understandable, and 20% said they were very understandable.  When asked which features were 
helpful in the course experience, 75% cited the course syllabus, 100% cited the course readings, 
and 90% cited the video podcast lectures.  While 75% rated the online discussions as positive, 
25% rated them as negative.  Instructor and TA feedback was 70% positive and 25% negative, 
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while classmate feedback from discussion was 90% positive and 10% negative.  Participants also 
rated sharing materials and information with classmates as 75% positive versus 20% negative. 
 Near the end, I asked participants about the work they did with their final project teams.  
Somewhat surprisingly, only 70% of the respondents indicated that they took advantage of the 
team discussion breakout rooms in Blackboard Collaborate, while the rest (presumably) used 
some other technology to keep in touch with their teammates.  Other teams used Google 
Hangouts, Slack, and other tools, as I will explore further in the interview section.  This is 
particularly notable because 100% of the respondents said they chose communication technology 
based on the fact it was readily available and/or convenient, which means that they believe their 
selection was better than Blackboard Collaborate. 
 Other reasons that participants gave for their selection of communication technology 
were because a majority of team members were knowledgeable about the technology (85%), or 
at least one team member was knowledgeable and could teach others (20%).  They also reported 
that the technology they selected was better than options offered in the Learn@Illinois platform 
(55%) and, on a lesser scale, that their team members preferred using technology outside of the 
Learn@Illinois platform (35%). 
 My final series of questions dealt with issues of surveillance and reputation in an online 
medium.  I asked students how often they considered a range of factors when using the 
Learn@Illinois platform as a student.  I asked them to rank items on a four-point Likert scale of 
whether they generally did (often or almost always) or generally did not (seldom or almost 
never) take these factors into account. 
 First, I asked whether they thought their peers or their instructors make judgments about 
them based on what they post in class discussion.  These responses were about evenly split, 
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where 40-45% did not take this factor into account, while 55-60% did take it into account.  
Responses showed that 85% believed they needed to be careful about wording to clearly convey 
their points, and 80% believed they needed to take the feelings of others into account when 
posting in class discussion. 
 While 75% said that they generally were not concerned that peers may view them 
unfavorably for posting certain items, 15% often take this factor into account, and 10% report 
that they almost always take it into account.  40% consider whether their peers may make 
judgments about them based on how frequently they post in class discussion, while 65% consider 
whether instructors may take this into account.  Split exactly down the middle, 50% take into 
consideration the fact that their instructors are able to not only see their posts, but also see login 
data and the history of materials accessed in the LMS platform. 
 
Interviews of EPS 415 Students 
 The interviews of EPS 415 students gave me one of the most helpful data sets for Study 
2.  Having already established myself as a trusted peer through my participant observation role as 
a fellow student who was auditing the course, the informants were willing to talk to me openly 
and see me as a peer instead of an authority figure or outsider.  While I went into the interview 
with a set of questions, I was always intentional about keeping the tone informal and making 
room for the conversation to flow in directions that the students wanted to go. 
 During the interviews, I made short notes about comments that I thought pertained to the 
use of technology in interesting ways.  I used these notes to ask the participants to expand on 
their responses.  I also reviewed the notes between interviews to see how participants compared 
to one another and how they tested my hypotheses to help prepare me for the next interview.  
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Kvale (1996) calls this “interpreting as you go,” so that the analysis builds on itself.  He says, 
“The ideal interview is already analyzed by the time the tape recorder is turned off” (p. 178).  
While that may be putting it a bit strongly, it could be true of the first level of analysis. 
 After all of the interviews were finished, I created a text transcript and listened to the 
recordings again to write up another set of interview notes.  This second set of notes followed an 
interpretive method of analysis, with the techniques that Kvale (1996) describes as “self-
understanding” (seeing how the participants understand their own statements) and “critical 
common-sense understanding” of the situation (p. 214).  Using my own educational 
connoisseurship (Eisner, 1994), I sought to see beyond what the interview participants described 
as their own experiences to also recognize larger patterns that would pertain to the entire 
population. 
 My interview participants were all students who were either currently enrolled in the 
EdM program or classified as non-degree seeking with the intention of moving into the EdM 
program.  Four of the eight students I interviewed were K-12 teachers in US schools.  One 
participant was an American expatriate teaching internationally, one worked in a civil service job 
at the University of Illinois, and two of the participants were education administrators who 
worked with technology daily at other higher education institutions. 
 In the interviews, I asked the participants to think about themselves both in the roles of 
students who use technology to take classes and professionals (or aspiring professionals) who 
will use technology to facilitate learning in environments that they manage.  Unsurprisingly, 
these lines became blurred, as they would often talk about their intention to take the knowledge 
they learn as students back to their professional environments. 
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 As teachers and professionals, all of the participants had a good amount of experience 
integrating technology into their learning environments.  While they had varying levels of 
available technology and sometimes limited ability to implement what they really wanted to see, 
they all held to an ideal of ubiquitous access and integration of technology in the learning 
environment.  As one participant put it, the goal is to have technology be a “seamless” part of the 
learning experience – not a separate subject. 
 The participants all regarded EPS 415 as a theory course, and several made explicit 
mention of this fact.  For the most part, this was positive, because they expected to deal with 
philosophical issues in a master’s program.  Only one participant cast this in a negative light, as 
she said that she was hoping to get more strategies to take back to the classroom.  However, 
other students indicated that they received technology recommendations and classroom strategies 
that they intend to use from their peers in the course – even if they didn’t explicitly say that they 
came from the professor. 
 Most participants were new to the EPOL program, and many were using the 
Learn@Illinois platform for the first time.  They regarded the LMS system as being adequate to 
the course needs but not extraordinary.  EPS 415 utilized two tools from the Learn@Illinois 
platform:  Moodle LMS for course materials and discussion forums, and Blackboard Collaborate 
for weekly live synchronous sessions. 
 Most of my participants regarded the weekly synchronous sessions in Blackboard 
Collaborate as a positive experience.  It gave them a place to meet and engage in the 
lecture/discussion portion of the class.  A few students made positive comments on the way that 
the class was divided between the larger lecture for everyone with the professor and then smaller 
discussion breakouts with just their section and periodic prompting from the instructional staff.  
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 One student did express dissatisfaction with the online classroom, feeling that it was too 
large and busy, with the side-conversations in chat distracting from material being delivered by 
the professor.  However, he admitted that he was not a fan of online learning in general, feeling 
that he learns better in face-to-face classes on campus.  He enrolled in online classes for the 
summer because no on-campus classes fitting his interests were offered, and this was a required 
course for the EdM. 
 The organization of course materials and facilitation of discussion forums was achieved 
through the Moodle LMS.  Since Moodle is heavily biased toward a weekly module structure (as 
discussed in previous chapters), it is hard to break out of this model for an online course.  That 
doesn’t seem to be a problem in this case, since it seems that this model fits with Professor 
Burbules’ design pedagogy for the course.  (I would note that since the course structure pre-dates 
my admission to the College of Education, it is difficult for me to make a true assessment on 
what may be a chicken-or-egg question.) 
 When I asked participants how they felt about the Moodle LMS, I got very mixed results.  
As noted previously, by the time of the interviews, the students from EPS 415 had started taking 
classes in Summer Session 2, and most of them were now in one of several concurrently 
scheduled courses that were meeting together and utilizing the Scholar LMS.  As a result, many 
participants compared Moodle to Scholar.  Students seemed to be equally divided as to which 
platform they preferred. 
 On the pro-Scholar side, participants said that they vastly preferred the social media-style 
interaction of Scholar, as compared to what they felt was a rigid compartmentalization of topics 
in Moodle.  Because Scholar has an activity stream and updates, instead of traditional discussion 
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boards with forum posts, students can scroll through a list of topics that span weeks and across 
genres.  These students felt it was more user-friendly, modern, and in keeping with their style. 
 Critics of Scholar felt that the activity stream was too busy, and the updates were difficult 
to follow and sort.  They felt that with few boundaries between topics, it was too easy for peers 
to put forth superficial or superfluous participation.  Another complaint was that the sheer 
volume of activity made it extremely difficult to follow discussion and separate quality 
contributions from lesser comments.  This was exacerbated by the fact that the Scholar 
community had 130-150 members, which several participants noted. 
 On the pro-Moodle side, participants said that they felt the weekly division of topics and 
discussions was a positive, not negative, aspect of the course design.  These students seemed to 
appreciate having a set schedule by which they should engage in a deep focus of the course topic 
selected for the week, which is a pedagogical design principle expressed by Professor Burbules.  
There was no question where one would be able to find the discussion for the week, and the 
more limited format encouraged students to make their comments meaningful. 
 Critics of Moodle noted that the technology was not very interactive.  Even if they 
preferred it to Scholar, they felt that it was mostly a place to hold information and provide 
limited feedback in the form of forum comments.  While Moodle may be more stable than other 
technologies, it doesn’t “bring people together” in the same way that more socially designed 
platforms do.  They also noted that the weekly division of topics is a double-edged sword; while 
it encourages deep discussion of the class topic on the week that it is assigned, it effectively cuts 
off the topic after that week, even if students want to keep engaging with their peers. 
 Interestingly, one student offered a third alternative when we discussed LMS platforms.  
In a program at a different institution, this student had worked in a custom LMS where 
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discussion boards spanned not just across the entire semester, but across the entire program, and 
all course materials were available as open-access resources.  She felt this gave the program a 
greater sense of community and continuity, as students were always presented with the big 
picture and not just a course or a weekly topic that would be pushed aside when the term was 
done. 
 An essential part of the course involved students selecting their own technologies for 
communication, collaboration, and presentation of their final group projects.  When I talked with 
participants about how they selected these technologies, I received very similar stories each time.  
First, the project group would need a way to communicate, so they would either select a 
technology that was convenient and known to all of them (like Google Hangouts) or promising 
and interesting (like Slack), and that had at least one knowledgeable person who could teach the 
rest of the team members.  Next, they selected a convenient editing tool, which was nearly 
always Google Docs, or they would edit in the technology they were going to use for the final 
project artifact.  Finally, their final project artifact would be built in a technology that they found 
interesting and which at least one team member had knowledge of, so that they could teach the 
others. 
 In the final part of my interview conversations, I tried to determine how concerned 
students were with the idea of surveillance in technology systems.  I began by asking about their 
motivations for using technology tools outside of the university offerings for their final project 
work.  In these cases, I got no indication that surveillance was a concern.  For instance, at the end 
of each class session, students had the opportunity to use breakout rooms in Blackboard 
Collaborate to coordinate with their project groups.  While these spaces were semi-private, the 
instructors did have the ability to enter the rooms and monitor conversations.  While some 
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groups did not use these rooms, they noted it was because they found another communication 
technology more convenient. 
 When I explicitly asked participants for their feelings about the ability of instructors to 
see everything that students do in the Moodle LMS, including a time stamp of every resource 
viewed and link clicked, none of them expressed concern that it could negatively affect them.  
Some students went further and said they also weren’t concerned about system administrators for 
commercial technologies potentially seeing their conversations or the general public seeing their 
finished projects.  One even said, “I probably should be more concerned than I am.”  But the 
general consensus was that the convenience of the technologies outweighed the concern for 
privacy in this case.  Or perhaps it was the case that the students simply operated under the 
assumption that they were going to be surveilled and there was nothing they could do about it, so 
they might as well accept the situation.  Without offering students a choice as to whether they 
could accept or avoid surveillance, it will be hard to test their true feelings on the matter. 
 
Study 2 Summary 
 The EPS 415 study was specifically intended to be a follow-up to my THEA 101 study 
for the purpose of expanding on my original premises and collecting data on new questions that 
had arisen.  My first study had given me a good understanding of the technology, but now I 
wanted to gain additional insights about the learners who would be using these systems and how 
a different kind of instructor would affect them. 
 In this regard, I found great support for my Model of Engaged Online Learning.  While 
the Learn@Illinois Moodle system was the same between these two studies, exposing students to 
the same LMS Design and Affordances, the Pedagogical Philosophy of Professor Burbules was 
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very different from Professor Morrissette, and the Learner Characteristics and Motivations in 
EPS 415 were very different as well. 
 I should note that this was not at all a bad thing; nor does it necessarily mean that one 
professor taught a better class than the other.  Each professor employed a pedagogy that was 
suited for the course that he was teaching.  Morrissette was open about the fact that he knew 
most students came to his course because they saw it as a “fun” way to fulfill a Literature & Arts 
general education requirement.  His stated goal was to teach them a bit about theatre and expose 
them to performances.  Burbules was teaching a foundational course for the Education Policy, 
Organization, and Leadership Department.  He regarded this as an essential topic that education 
professionals should be able to understand and discuss. 
 The EPS 415 discussion forums were exceptional as a medium of social learning, where 
each student of the section had the opportunity to contribute a voice and ideas to the 
conversation.  As these ideas were challenged and refined, the underlying ideas became more 
significant to the learners engaging in the process as new knowledge was built on the topic. 
 One of the interesting things that emerged from the online survey and the individual 
student interviews was how readily students were willing to accept the LMS platforms into 
which they had been placed.  The course was about education technology, and they were more 
than willing to share their opinions about the kinds of learning tools they would select for their 
own classrooms or would like to see in the ideal classroom of the future.  But they were ready to 
adapt to the platform that they had been placed in for class.  They weren’t even concerned about 
the surveillance aspect of the technology, where all of their interactions with the system could be 
viewed by the professor. 
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 On the other hand, when given the opportunity to use other technologies for project 
teamwork, they readily moved into different platforms for communication and collaboration.  
This sort of agnostic technology multilingualism may indicate a flexible approach where 
learners, when given a choice, will seek out other tools that they feel are comfortable and will 
suit them better.  As teachers and facilitators, we should find ways to serve students with our 
educational technologies and be mindful of the fact that learners aren’t afraid to go elsewhere if 
they aren’t getting what they need from us. 
 This willingness of students to depart from the official course technologies should 
highlight two important points.  First, it shows the essential placement of Learner Characteristics 
and Motivations in my model.  Students are independent agents and will seek to maintain control 
of their autonomy, which is why we must recognize this in our model.  Second, it shows that the 
factor of LMS design can’t be taken for granted since it can be vetoed by the user choosing to 
simply not engage.  No matter how much we wish the technology to be a black box that produces 
reliable output based on the pedagogical structures we set up around it, we must understand that 
all of these factors are continuously relating to and modifying each other. 
 It would be interesting to delve further into student attitudes on LMS platforms and 
privacy concerns if students felt they had more of a choice in the matter.  Coming to the EPOL 
program, the participants were entering a space that had already been technologically established 
in certain ways.  If the students are able to accept that system, we can expect them to engage 
learning in certain ways.  However, things might be different if we were to take their 
characteristics and preferences into account.  Perhaps we would even see them engage in new or 
better ways if they have the opportunity to help build the online spaces themselves.  This could 
be a fruitful topic for future study.  
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Research Questions Revisited 
 Looking back at this study, I can examine how it informed my comprehensive research 
questions for this dissertation.  As a follow-up to the THEA 101 study, many of my findings end 
up being in the context of how they compare to the first data set.  However, there is still a lot that 
can be gleaned from this additional information. 
 First, I ask whether the various LMS platforms have significant differences in design and 
performance.  This study didn’t directly address the question since EPS 415 was only using the 
Moodle LMS as part of the Learn@Illinois platform.  However, I think there is evidence in the 
student interviews that supports my conclusion in Study 1 that the LMS platforms are largely 
analogous for learning outcomes.  Students who had moved into a subsequent course that used 
Scholar as the main LMS platform reported mixed responses as to which platform they felt was 
better. 
 Next, I asked whether users gain or lose motivation to engage in learning activities based 
on the learning environment.  While it strays a bit away from looking directly at the LMS, I think 
that this study supports the case from the way that some teams had more collaboration and 
interpersonal interaction thanks to the collaboration platforms they chose.  Interaction is an 
essential element for online learning (Berge, 1999), and formative feedback is a key affordance 
made possible by technology that increases literacy and quality of work (Kalantzis & Cope, 
2012; Cope & Kalantzis, 2015).  The team that used Slack for group chat had the most 
ubiquitous communication and displayed the highest level of collaboration. 
 Finally, I asked if users change attitudes about learning based on the technology that they 
use.  I didn’t get as much of a sense of this through my survey or interviews, even with the 
differences in technology used across the final project teams.  My informants pretty consistently 
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indicated that they were excited about the education technologies and theories discussed in class, 
but we need to keep in mind the confirmation bias that comes with a student population that self-
selects into a course like EPS 415. 
 All together this study showed a good amount of evidence in support of the THEA 101 
study and the conclusions I reached there.  When we examine online offerings, we don’t see 
significant differences emerge among major LMS platforms.  The differences that do emerge 
come from a difference in usage of the technology – or in the case of this study, from a 
difference in additional technologies chosen to supplement the main LMS.  This should indicate 




CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
In this chapter I will discuss some of the conclusions I have reached based on my PhD 
research and make recommendations for topics for further study.  First, I review my Model of 
Engaged Online Learning and how it relates to the studies that I conducted.  This is important, as 
it helps to explain the methodology for my own studies as I compare them to existing literature 
in the field.  Next, I consider the potentials and affordances of the LMS platforms that I studied.  
Finally, I contemplate the ways that I may be differentiating between the platform design and 
usage of technology when I look at learning situations. 
 
Model of Engaged Online Learning Revisited 
As described in my introductory chapter, I believe that three interrelated factors impact a 
situation of learning when using online tools.  Situations of learning work best when they find a 
good balance among the factors and work in harmony.  These are defined in my Model of 
Engaged Online Learning as LMS Design and Affordances, Pedagogical Philosophy and Course 





You will notice in this illustration of my model that I emphasize the variable size of my 
three factors of engagement and the two-way flow of my forces of relation and modification.  
The size of the factors of engagement can be thought of as a way to gauge how dominant that 
factor is in the particular model.  If one factor becomes more dominant, that “box” could be 
depicted as larger than the others.  This would help illustrate how the model has become lopsided 
toward that factor and is now out-of-balance. 
We should also think of the shape of this image as being subject to adjustment if the 
forces of relation between the factors become different from each other.  For instance, if the 
forces between pedagogical philosophy and learner characteristics are pushing these factors 
apart, our illustration would begin to look like an obtuse triangle with a wide base.  It may even 
become scalene if the LMS affordances start to move closer to one of the other two factors as a 
response.  Perhaps that element shifts to the left if the teacher is trying to use technology to force 
a difficult pedagogy.  Or perhaps it shifts to the right if the learners are relying on the technology 
as a way to guide their actions so that they can complete activities and earn points without 
having to fully embrace the underlying lessons that the teacher is trying to get across to them. 
While different situations of learning may be more heavily influenced by one factor or 
another, a change in any of the three will affect the others.  That’s why the ideal model should be 
thought of as an equilateral triangle where all three factors find balance through interaction with 
the others.  That’s certainly not to say that a class or learning activity will have a teacher who 
spends an equal amount of time thinking about technology, pedagogy, and the learner 
characteristics.  Some situations will need more attention paid to one factor to make it salient.  
What it does mean is that the factors will be allowed to find their equilibrium. 
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The holistic overview of learning situations through this model is what sets this 
dissertation apart from previous case studies and research projects into the topic.  Too often, 
scholars have focused on technology selection as the only variable to consider when researching 
online learning.  Many studies describe how the change from one technology system to another 
has affected the course being taught. 
At the same time, pedagogical philosophy might be changed without considering how 
learners will relate to the technology.  An example of this might be the “flipped classroom,” 
where students watch lecture videos on their own time and then use class time for discussion 
instead of hearing a professor talk.  Implementers of a flipped classroom often assume that since 
they have “covered lecture material” in the online video, they will have the entire class period to 
just answer student questions and facilitate a discussion. 
But what does the lecturer miss when the students aren’t in the room?  Is the discussion 
going too fast for everyone to keep up?  Are students even bothering to watch the videos before 
coming to a discussion section?  In a traditional lecture format, students have learned their role 
as an audience over centuries of practice.  Burbules and Bruce (2001) have persuasively argued 
that dialectic teaching can and does take place within the lecture format.  While it’s possible that 
this internal dialectic can happen through a pre-recorded online video lecture, it becomes harder 
since the instructor can’t watch the audience reaction for signs of agreement or confusion, and 
impossible if the students don’t bother to watch the videos at all. 
The learning process isn’t just about making sure learners have access to information or 
that instructors check off the boxes on providing the right experiences; it’s about making sure 
that knowledge is being gained through active engagement.  An instructor who makes good 
videos for the flipped classroom model and ensures that students watch them by enabling an 
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online attendance log can set up the right conditions so that most of the class will come to the 
discussion sections having reviewed the material on their own time.  Now they will be able to 
have a robust discussion that will actually be of benefit instead of rehashing the lecture or 
listening to students go off topic because they didn’t actually review the materials. 
 
Comparison to Previous Studies 
The difference between my research and most previous studies on LMS platforms can be 
seen in the ways that I think technology needs to be considered an active, engaging force and not 
just a passive toolset for course organization.  Beatty and Ulasewicz (2006) wrote a case study 
on their experimentation with switching from Blackboard Learn to Moodle for course 
management.  This article contained an element of testing since Beatty had previously used 
Blackboard Learn in his institution, while Ulasewicz had never used any LMS. 
The A-B comparison of a veteran LMS user to a new practitioner creates an interesting 
dialogue within the article regarding experiences and expectations.  Ulasewicz, the novice, 
stresses the fact that part of the reason she was interested in using the Moodle platform was 
because she thought it would maintain the “integrity of the same small, pre-assigned groups in 
class and online” (Beatty & Ulasewicz, 2006, p. 38).  She was looking for the online tool that 
would best complement her existing pedagogy for in-person courses. 
Beatty made it clear that he was looking for the online tool that was best to facilitate 
student interactions.  He ultimately found Moodle to be his preferred option because it had the 
most promise for customization as an open-source project.  Neither of them examined learner 
characteristics and motivations in depth, only considering whether or not the tools would spur 
participation in course activities. 
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In my studies, I did my best to keep my own notions about preferred usage out of the 
analysis.  By choosing to study existing courses that were being run by different instructors, I 
was able to view a variety of pedagogical philosophies and course designs.  By examining four 
LMS platforms being run concurrently in the same course, I was able to take a good look at LMS 
design and affordances.  By examining student attitudes in depth through interviews, surveys, 
and forum responses, I was able to gain insight into learner characteristics and motivations 
independently of the courses immediately at hand. 
Did this make my results superior to the reflections of Beatty and Ulasewicz (2006)?  I 
would like to say that in many ways it does.  Admittedly, they probably have more teaching and 
curriculum design experience than me, making them better connoisseurs of educational programs 
according to Eisner (1994).  But I have the advantage of more experience dealing with varied 
learning technologies and designed my research questions and assessment instruments 
accordingly. 
Machado and Tao (2007) are authors of another study highly cited in the literature on 
LMS platforms.  In this study, faculty members in Information Technology and Communication 
Design designed a test where they moved certain courses over from a Blackboard system to a 
Moodle system.  They then sent out surveys to a control group and test group of students.  The 
control group consisted of students who had taken the courses in a previous semester and 
established a baseline of experiences for the Blackboard LMS.  The test group was recruited 
from students taking the courses in the new Moodle LMS set up for the experiment. 
While this study provides valuable data regarding students in a designated program, it 
doesn’t quite fit the framework of a true comparative test.  The test group was being given the 
survey at the end of the fall semester, making their reflection on how the LMS dealt with course 
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materials in the midst of their lived experiences.  The control group was given the survey at the 
same time as the test group, but these students were asked to reflect on the courses they took the 
previous spring or fall semesters, a full 6-12 months in the past.  During this time, their 
memories may have faded or been affected by other experiences.  Additionally, the control group 
had only a 17.5% response rate to the survey, while the test group had a 51.1% response rate to 
the survey, which makes it difficult to justify the results as being significant. 
In addition to the experiment design problem, Machado and Tao (2007) focused on a 
narrow technocratic pursuit to determine which LMS is superior based on student attitudes about 
what they learned.  While I don’t feel confident about their methodological choice to compare 
survey results from a test group of students currently enrolled in the relevant courses to a control 
group of students who had taken the courses up to a year prior, I think they are reasonable in 
their argument that the learner characteristics and motivations are probably similar for these 
students who all share the same specialized degree program. 
But what was it about the pedagogical philosophy that may have influenced how the 
course was designed?  Presumably, if the department is considering a move away from the 
Blackboard LMS, it could be because of ways that the Moodle LMS can facilitate a different 
teaching style.  What, if any, pedagogical changes were made to the courses when they were 
designed for the new system?  Would this have anything to do with the significance of results? 
I may have had the opposite problem in my THEA 101 study.  I had set up a test with 
groups that I knew would be commensurate because students were assigned to the various 
sections of this course in a relatively random fashion, but I also had the same pedagogy across 
each test group because of the way the course was structured for content delivery and activity 
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management.  This left very little room for the LMS design and affordances to affect the class 
experience. 
In large courses like this, with multiple sections being facilitated by different TAs, the 
course design acts as a normalizing force.  This can be a feature rather than a bug in the system, 
as it helps ensure that all students receive the same curriculum and are judged according to the 
same standards.  Unfortunately, it didn’t allow for the full benefit of each platform to be realized 
through course customization. 
 
Potentials and Affordances of LMS Platforms 
As outlined in previous sections, my THEA 101 study did not allow me the opportunity 
to take full advantage of the features of each LMS platform.  When the course was set up for 
each platform, it was designed to stay as close to the original standard as possible.  Still, from my 
observations of the design process and the data I collected from student participants, I am able to 
come up with some good analysis. 
 
Blackboard Learn 
The Blackboard Learn group could be considered my baseline, as it was the platform that 
all THEA 101 sections outside my study used.  As the official campus-wide LMS, my student 
participants would have a good number of their other classes use this system for course 
management.  Not only does that mean they are very familiar with the system, but it also means 
that it is a default place for them to go when they study and do homework. 
Blackboard tries to take advantage of the breadth of its offerings by creating 
comprehensive learning environments.  On the institutional level, this means creating an LMS 
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platform that incorporates products that serve a wide range of pedagogical needs, or facilitating 
integration for partner apps that fill the gaps.  For the individual learner, this means that the 
platform will integrate all the courses together for a seamless educational environment with the 
hosted classes. 
Integration is probably what students find most attractive about the Blackboard system.  
While each course will have a separate section page with materials and assignments, there are 
meta-resources like a comprehensive calendar and announcements page that compile items from 
every class.  This can be helpful for students who want a broad overview of what is happening 
on a daily or weekly basis. 
While this integration may be desired by the students for the sake of convenience and 
organization, I do wonder if it is the best option to facilitate learning.  When students are looking 
at a schedule of all of their classes and scanning for due dates, are they really engaging with 
course topics and ideas?  The resulting design feature may have an unintended consequence that 
important learning objectives will be out of sight and out of mind. 
 
Moodle 
While Moodle is open source software and can be modified to host a wide range of 
features, the Learn@Illinois instance of the LMS is set up to host courses in a relatively 
individualistic format.  This system is also very familiar to students since it is the official LMS 
for the College of Liberal Arts & Sciences and hosts a majority of those courses.  Unlike 
Blackboard Learn, this system is completely modular in nature and has few connections between 
classes or other learning systems of the university.  The biggest integration tool that is offered is 
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the ability to “subscribe” to discussion forums to receive email updates when classmates or 
instructors add comments to the discussion. 
One of the questions that I must ask is how this may have provided a different experience 
for the students in those sections.  Is it possible that the students in the Blackboard Learn section 
were using the comprehensive calendar and course announcement tools to keep up with their 
THEA 101 course along with several other courses that they were enrolled in?  As mentioned 
above, all coursework needs to be done within the course page on Moodle, so this would be a 
difference in their experiences. 
Even though Moodle is an open-source project rather than a commercial software 
product, it still follows a development cycle responsive to the academic customer.  This means 
that administrators and instructors have the most influence over the addition of new features, 
while students will see little difference compared to other LMS platforms.  What matters most is 
the way that their local Moodle is set up compared to other platforms. 
Will students have a deeper experience with course topics because of the way Moodle 
pushes them into the module?  Or would a comprehensive overview tool encourage more regular 
engagement?  Unfortunately, these questions came to mind too late for me to make them part of 
my LMS assessment, but I think they would be worthy topics for future study. 
 
Canvas 
The Canvas instance used for my THEA 101 study was completely separate from all 
university systems and required students to establish a new account.  The students were told that 
they were being put in this platform as part of a study to see if the software would work better for 
the course offering.  They seemed to react positively to this idea. 
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While Canvas has a comprehensive calendar and announcement center like Blackboard, 
the fact that the students were only taking one course in the platform meant it was effectively 
modular in nature, like Moodle.  Furthermore, students had to take the extra step of logging into 
Canvas, which was not part of the university’s “shibboleth” single sign-on system.  Students 
have access to most university systems after a shibboleth login and may have other LAS courses 
in the Moodle platform.  Running the course in the Canvas platform ran the risk of adding 
barriers to participation that would decrease student engagement. 
Fortunately, I did not see much evidence that these barriers existed or caused problems.  
As my survey results showed, there was no measurable difference between Canvas and the other 
systems.  More tellingly, several students indicated that they were excited to be part of the 
Canvas sections in their extra credit discussion.  I feel like this was a sort of “adventure bias” 
where they believed they were on the cutting edge of technology adoption for the university or 
part of a group that would steer technology adoption.  These students generally indicated that 
they felt Canvas was a superior platform to Blackboard Learn and talked about features they’d 
like to see implemented course-wide, should it be adopted. 
Future studies of this topic could explore the kinds of learners who want to be part of a 
new or cutting-edge system.  How much of the expressed preference for Canvas was simply 
because it was not the standard system?  Furthermore, how much of the expressed preference for 
Canvas from instructors and technology administrators in the higher education market results 
from this same effect? 
Early adopters are often forgiving of bugs and system shortcomings, recognizing that this 
is the trade-off to be part of a new system.  We actually had a bug arise early in the semester 
when students were unable to submit assignments when they were due.  It turned out that this 
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issue was caused by an error in the settings that formed when the course was converted from the 
Blackboard instance to Canvas, and the Instructional Design team was able to quickly fix it.  
Students were very understanding and said this was “not a problem.”  But would the 
students have been as understanding if the problem had come up in the Blackboard Learn 
platform?  I can only speculate that they would not have been as ready to forgive this example of 
design error since the platform was a known commodity.  It would be interesting to include this 
as a factor in future research. 
 
Scholar 
The Scholar system also required students to establish a separate login for participation.  
As described in my introductory chapter, Scholar adds an interesting element to my study 
because – depending on how you look at it – it is either the least flexible or the most intentional 
learning system since it is built on the New Learning pedagogies of Kalantzis and Cope (2012).  
From an LMS Design and Affordances perspective, we can see how this will push for a greater 
in-platform writing element.  Rather than use the traditional forum structure of mainstream LMS 
platforms, Scholar has a social media-style activity stream where students can read and share 
updates. 
The activity stream proved to be quite different in feel from the traditional discussion 
forums, as it was intended.  I believe it succeeded in shifting the onus of engagement more 
toward the students.  Instead of having a specific board where a question was asked and the topic 
must be discussed, the instructor would push an update with instructions on the current 
discussion topic to the activity stream and then ask the students to make new updates that would 
be equal in hierarchy to the instructor’s update.  This may not seem like a big shift on the 
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surface, but I believe the architecture helped the students feel that authority was more 
decentralized than a traditional LMS and that they had agency in helping to create the learning 
environment. 
Thanks to the built-in content editor, students were able to work on written assignments 
in the platform, while students in the other platforms would generally write their response papers 
in MS Word and then upload to the LMS.  This was another affordance that was intentionally 
designed to increase user engagement and adherence to the platform.  Students were not only 
spending more time on the platform where lesson materials were presented; the system also 
removed the document formatting options so that students would just have to work on the 
content being created. 
While Scholar was used to facilitate lesson delivery and written assignments, there was 
no built-in quiz and gradebook functionality.  The instructional design team used Blackboard 
Learn for these functions, which meant that students ended up using a sort of Blackboard-
Scholar hybrid platform with each system providing plenty of links back to the other.  This made 
for an especially interesting test case because it means that two different systems’ Designs and 
Affordances were affecting these sections.  Does it make a difference that for the “interactive” 
portions of the class, students were in the Scholar platform?  Or did the use of the Blackboard 
system have a greater effect on the learning experience? 
There was also another way that Pedagogical Philosophy and Course Design overrode the 
Scholar platform design.  In Scholar, a written assignment is not considered complete and cannot 
be “published” to a user portfolio until it has gone through a round of peer review and then been 
revised.  However, the course director specifically said he did not want to introduce this element 
to his Scholar sections because it would make them too different from the other platforms.  So 
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when the students submitted their assignment drafts, the TA would review them and provide a 
grade in the Blackboard gradebook instead of moving the drafts along to the peer review stage of 
Scholar’s writing system. 
This made little difference from the student perspective, as they didn’t necessarily know 
that the “works” they were being assigned to create should be proceeding through a peer review 
and revision process.  But it did represent an extreme tension between the pedagogical 
philosophy of the course director and the LMS design of the platform.  This is because of the fact 
that Scholar is being developed by academics, according to a specific set of principles that are 
supposed to guide pedagogy and interaction.  The designers of Blackboard Learn, Canvas, and 
Moodle provide much more flexible systems because they want to be attractive to customers 
with diverse pedagogies. 
 
Differentiating Between the Platform and Usage 
One of the questions that I struggled with in my analysis was whether I was studying the 
LMS as a tool or the way that people use the LMS in specific situations.  These are extremely 
difficult, if not impossible, to disentangle completely.  This issue is deceptively substantial 
because of the way that it plays on many aspects of my philosophical models. 
First we should examine the very premise that we are working with a Learning 
Management System as opposed to something else, like a Course Management System.  Watson 
and Watson (2007) point out that that at the time their article was published, Blackboard was 
calling its Learn product a CMS because it didn’t handle the full functionality of a true LMS.  
They say that,  “An LMS is the infrastructure that delivers and manages instructional content, 
identifies and assesses individual and organizational learning or training goals, tracks the 
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progress towards meeting those goals, and collects and presents data for supervising the learning 
process of organization as a whole” (p. 28), as described by Szabo and Flesher (2002). 
Watson and Watson (2007) see this supervision over the organization as a whole to mean 
that the LMS must be integrated into student information databases, human resource systems, 
campus gradebooks and transcript systems, and wide-ranging support of learning objectives.  
They advocate the position that organizational learning should be coordinated through a 
centralized system for the benefit of all stakeholders.  With the development that has taken place 
since the publication of their article, they would probably agree that the Illinois campus 
implementation of Blackboard Learn does now qualify as a true LMS. 
However, I don’t think that we should accept this definition of an LMS versus a CMS or 
other terms for education technologies.  Watson and Watson were already fighting a losing battle 
in 2007, as they pointed out numerous places where contemporaneous literature had started 
referring to Blackboard, Moodle, and other software as LMS platforms.  Such stubborn refusal to 
follow linguistic trends is often unsuccessful unless a governing body or trade organization 
decides to set the definition that everyone will have to follow.  By 2019, we have more or less 
seen the terms Learning Management System and Course Management System become 
synonymous both in academic literature and industry material. 
Furthermore, I believe they were wrong to think that breaking down the definitional 
barriers between the LMS and CMS terms was necessarily a bad thing.  To reserve the title LMS 
for systems highly centralized in nature sets up an institutional bias that favors power in the 
hands of administrators and support staff.  It is better to allow the terms to be used according to 
the way the technology is being thought of during implementation.  An individual, generally an 
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administrator or technologist, speaking of a Course Management System is focused on the way 
that the platform allows a course to be organized. 
When we talk about a Learning Management System, we are recognizing our desire to 
put the process of learning at the center of the system.  Why is it necessary for a platform to be 
connected to the campus roster system or bursar’s office to serve students and instructors?  
While it is certainly a nice feature to have the class member list automatically synchronized with 
registrar information, that is one of the last things that instructors need to be concerned with 
when developing their pedagogical approach.  Ideally, instructors are focused on selecting 
technology to match learner motivations or training students to gain the right characteristics so 
they can effectively take advantage of some LMS design. 
Hopefully this analysis helps us recognize the linked nature of the three elements in my 
Model of Engaged Online Learning.  Unfortunately, it also reveals just how limited my 
dissertation research was in the ability to analyze technological systems when I don’t have 
control over all the variables.  How can I disentangle the pedagogical philosophy of the course 
director from the overall course experience when comparing different LMS platforms?  Can we 
really expect LMS platforms to perform differently if they are hosting courses designed to be as 
similar as possible? 
As described in Chapter 4, I found no significant differences in expressed attitudes of 
students across any of the categories in my Study 1 comparison of LMS platforms.  No 
significant differences were found in the pre-test vs. post-test comparisons of technology 
helpfulness, LMS features, or the need for technology training.  The only significant differences 
found were an increase in student engagement through technology and an increase in preference 
for taking classes that use technology. 
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What would have happened if each section had been allowed to utilize the features of its 
host platform to full effect?  Based on the written comments in the extra credit forum, I think that 
we may have seen wider differences emerge.  For instance, students in the Canvas sections 
indicated that they liked the cleaner user interface, but what they didn’t know was that the 
instructional design team had disabled some of the sidebar links that would have provided 
additional pathways to access quizzes and forums.  This was done to keep the course design 
close to the standard weekly module provided in the Blackboard Learn version.  Would students 
have found the additional pathways more convenient?  Or would they have become confused 
since these pathways would let them access assessment tools apart from the related content? 
For the Scholar sections, students commented on the fact that the integrated writing tools 
made them feel more comfortable working inside the system instead of submitting a paper that 
was written on a word processing program.  How would they have reacted if the papers they 
wrote had gone through the entire peer review process that Scholar can facilitate?  This is a key 
practice of New Learning pedagogies (Kalantzis & Cope, 2012) and for the EdTech industry this 
facilitation is a “killer feature” of Scholar 
It is possible that students would have found the peer review process to be valuable and 
recognized how much knowledge they were building from the added engagement.  On the other 
hand, part of the appeal of THEA 101 is that the course is thought to be easy and require a low 
level of commitment.  Coordinating with peers – even mediated through the Scholar platform – 
would add extra steps to the process.  Some students already dislike the learning curve required 
for Scholar, and this would give additional reasons to sour on the platform.  Still, student 




In the end, only so much differentiation was ever going to happen among these different 
sections.  THEA 101, my research site in Study 1, is meant to be standardized across sections 
regardless of who is in charge.  When I interviewed the TAs, it was obvious that keeping their 
section within the standard course design wasn’t even a conscious decision; it was a result of the 
ways they had been recruited and trained.  At the end of the day, this is really a safeguard for the 
course, as it discourages individual TAs from offering a radically different experience. 
 
Development of LMS Platforms 
 By designing systems to match a certain pedagogy or choosing not to do so, developers 
develop the groove that their system will follow.  As discussed in previous sections, Common 
Ground purposefully develops the Scholar platform to facilitate New Learning pedagogies.  I had 
difficulties setting up online sections of THEA 101 to work with Scholar and had to supplement 
the platform with tools from Blackboard Learn, because adjusting the pedagogical aspects of 
course design was not an option.  While Moodle claims to be interactionist, it is very flexible in 
practice, and Blackboard and Instructure both claim that the pedagogical flexibility of their 
platforms are selling points. 
 A key point to remember is that just because a system is supposedly designed to be 
flexible, that doesn’t mean it is free of bias.  Because the original LMS platforms were developed 
to serve traditional educational institutions, they fall into a model of information transmission 
with summative assessment.  In general, there is a lot of focus on developing systems of 
information presentation so that the instructor can reach the class.  This means that course 
designers are pushed toward considering all the ways they can act as the proverbial “sage on the 
stage” instead of a guide for student experiences. 
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 It’s also important to consider what kind of assumptions might have been built into the 
systems of the past.  If LMS platforms follow the traditional university model, then they are 
catering to the ideal of students being privileged with ability to devote a majority of their time 
and resources toward educational endeavors.  This could put a hardship on part-time students 
who work full time or have other personal responsibilities.  There could also be biases of class, 
gender, race, and ability built into the architecture of traditional systems, just as the bridges to 
Long Island, New York, are a perfect accommodation for people able to afford their own 
automobiles, but too low to allow the buses of public transportation to pass through (Winner, 
1980). 
 It’s no coincidence that Blackboard Learn, Moodle, and Canvas all end up having the 
same basic functionalities, as they all converge on this basic default LMS model that mimics a 
traditional educational environment.  The main course page is like a syllabus and textbook that 
holds course readings.  The quiz module allows for multiple-choice questions to be asked, while 
the assignment module allows papers to be uploaded for assessment.  Discussion forums 
simulate a discussion section, moved to an online modality, while online video technology or 
even online video conferencing can recreate the physical classroom in a virtual space. 
 Following this groove is comfortable, as teachers and students know what to do.  They 
can engage in the same roles they have been playing for hundreds of years with a bit more 
technology to make learning incrementally easier.  However, this may not be the best way 
forward.  What if we were to embrace the differences among these systems instead of looking for 
convergence?  Scholar is radically different from other LMS platforms in the way it focuses 
learning around the writing process and unapologetically uses different forms of affordance and 
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assessment as prescribed in the New Learning pedagogies.  Perhaps we need more systems like 
this that break the mold to offer different options for teaching and learning. 
For future research, it would be good to have more head-to-head comparisons of learning 
platforms using similar course materials and student populations.  While the learner 
characteristics would be the control factor, we should allow both the LMS affordances and the 
pedagogical philosophy to be flexible in response to one another.  In most cases, there will be 
options for technology customization and tools that can be added to platforms to support 
pedagogical goals.  Or an instructor may find a good tool to facilitate a pedagogy he/she didn’t 
realize could be enacted. 
Another avenue for future research could be to examine particular learning technologies 
to see how students respond to different pedagogical frameworks.  If the tool stays the same as a 
control factor, we can line up different learner populations with pedagogies that we think are 
worth testing.  This could help us determine the natural best fit for each category.  Perhaps we 
could also see in what ways learner attitudes can be affected if LMS design and pedagogical 
philosophy have a good balance. 
Of course, we must also consider the impact that the professionalization of instructional 
design has on situations of learning.  In this text, I have based my argument on the idea that the 
person designing the course will either teach or supervise the teaching of the course when it is 
delivered to learners.  What happens when an instructor is forced to deliver course materials that 
he or she had no role in creating with a system that is unfamiliar?  Perhaps it’s because the 
administration decided that it wanted a standardized experience for students but believes the 
instructor is interchangeable.  Or perhaps it’s because a support unit is offering helpful services 
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to place instructional materials into the groove that is most convenient for the chosen 
technological solution of an academic institution. 
Whatever the case, we are in a period of uncertainty and transition as the roles of 
educator, administrator, technologist, designer, clerk, and learner are all being challenged and, in 
many ways, redefined.  If the design of a course is initially set up to prioritize LMS affordances 
over pedagogical goals, the model will be off balance and will either become contentious or need 
to find equilibrium.  Further research should be done to examine the industrial production of 
educational resources and particularly the professionalization of instructional designers as a job 
apart from subject-knowledge specialization. 
 
Final Words 
I started my dissertation research with the idea that I would determine what features are 
most important when designing an LMS platform.  Educators often approach technology with the 
idea that it will be the tool that will solve learning problems for their students, or the avenue that 
will allow their pedagogy to be put into action.  But the reality is that the technology itself is just 
one aspect of a larger system of learners, instructors, and a platform that needs to be in balance to 
be effective. 
Watson and Watson (2007) made the case that a platform must be a large, centralized 
system that serves all stakeholders in an institution to be considered a Learning Management 
System.  I hope that I have offered sufficient evidence that this need not be true.  The definition 
of whether or not something is an LMS should be determined by the effect it has on the learning 
environment, not a set of arbitrary features that may or may not be related to the learning 
process.  It’s true that some systems will be better suited for institutional settings while others 
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might not be able to scale past a small community, which is why we should consider each case 
individually. 
After examining learning theories and looking at the ways they informed my research 
settings, I am confident that my Model of Engaged Online Learning is a good way to understand 
situations of learning.  I hope that my research can serve as a starting point for future projects 
examining the structure and efficacy of learning management systems and other education 
technologies.  As the number of technology offerings we have to choose from continues to grow, 
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APPENDIX B: THEA 101 SURVEY CODE BOOK 
 
Sections 
1 = O10 – Moodle LMS   2 = O11 – Moodle LMS 
3 = O18 – Canvas LMS   4 = O19 – Canvas LMS 
5 = O20 – Blackboard LMS   6 = ON6 – Blackboard LMS 
7 = ON7 – Scholar LMS   8 = ON8 – Scholar LMS 
 
Student Pre-course Survey 
Q1:  I AGREE to participate in this study and attest that I am at least 18 years of age 
0: No  [Leads to Exit Page] 
1: Yes 
 
Section 1: Demographic Information 
Q2:  What is your sex? 
1:  Female 
2: Male 
 
Q3:  What is your age? 
 Fill in the blank (numeric integer) 
 
Q4:  What is your cumulative GPA?  
1:  Less than 2.0 
2:  2.0 – 2.49  
 
167 
3:  2.5 – 2.99 
4:  3.0 – 3.49 
5:  3.5 – 4.0 
6:  None (this is my first semester) 
7:  I don’t know 
 
Q5:  What is your Academic Standing? 
1:  Freshman 
2:  Sophomore 
3:  Junior 
4:  Senior 
5:  Grad Student 
6:  Non-degree Seeking Student 
 
Q6:  What is your Student Status? 
1:  Full Time Student 
2:  Part Time Student 
3:  Non-degree Seeking Student 
 
Q7:  What is your Campus Status? 
1:  I am enrolled in an On-campus Program, taking THEA 101 online 
2:  I am enrolled in an Online Program, taking THEA 101 online 




Q8:  What discipline(s) are you majoring in? 
[Check all that apply] 
Q8A:  Social Sciences 
Q8B:  Physical Sciences 
Q8C:  Humanities 
Q8D:  Visual Arts 
Q8E:  Performing Arts, including Theatre, Dance and Music 
Q8F:  Life Sciences, including Agriculture and Crop Sciences 
Q8G:  Health Sciences, including Medicine and Nursing 
Q8H:  Education, including Physical Education 
Q8I:  Engineering, including Chemical Engineering 
Q8J:  Architecture, Landscape Architecture, or Urban Planning 
Q8K:  Business 
Q8L:  Undeclared 
Q8M:  OTHER 
 
Q9:  What is your citizenship status? 
1:  United States Citizen 
2:  Permanent Resident of United States 
3:  Temporary Resident of United States (international student) 




Q10:  Growing up, how would you define your household income and wealth? 
[Choose what you feel fits best for your household] 
1:  We were poor 
2:  We were working class 
3:  We were middle class 
4:  We were upper-middle class 
5:  We were affluent 
6:  We were rich 
 
Q11:  Growing up, how much access did you have to the Internet through electronic devices? 
[Choose what you feel fits best for you] 
1:  I did not use the Internet growing up 
2:  I had very little access to the Internet 
3:  I used the Internet at school and in technology labs 
4:  I accessed the Internet through a device I shared with my family 
5:  I accessed the Internet through my own device 
6:  I had ubiquitous (nearly anytime, anywhere) access to the Internet 
 
Section 2: Use of Electronic Devices 
Q12:  Which of the following electronic devices do you currently own? 
[Check all that apply] 
Q12A:  Desktop Computer 
Q12B:  Laptop Computer 
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Q12C:  Tablet Computer (i.e. iPad, Windows, Android, etc) 
Q12D:  eReader (i.e. Kindle, Nook, etc) 
Q12E:  Wearable Device (i.e. Smart Watch, Google Glass, etc) 
Q12F:  Smart Phone (i.e. iPhone, Windows, Android, etc) 
Q12G:  Basic Cell Phone 
 
Q13:  When you use electronic devices, do you generally multi-task (jump between various 
activities), or do you focus on one task until completion? 
[Choose what fits best for you] 
1:  I am a person who multi-tasks 
2:  I am a person who works on one task at a time 
 
How many hours each week do you normally spend on each of the following activities using any 
of your electronic devices? 
[Pull-down menu of 1-2 (1), 3-4 (2), 5-6 (3), 7-8 (4), 9-10 (5), 11-12 (6), 13-14 (7), 15+(8)] 
Q14:  Studying & Class Activities 
Q15:  Computer Games 
Q16:  Music (Listening, Downloading & Streaming) 
Q17:  Movies / TV Shows (Watching, Downloading & Streaming) 
Q18:  Messaging or Texting Friends 
Q19:  Social Media (Facebook, Twitter, etc) 
Q20:  Surfing the Internet for pleasure 




Rate your skill level using electronic devices for the following activities. 
[Unskilled (1), Some Skills (2), Proficient (3), Expert (4), Have Not Used (0)] 
Q22:  Creating, Reading, Sending Email 
Q23:  Writing Documents (Word Processing) 
Q24:  Creating Spreadsheets & Charts (i.e. Excel) 
Q25:  Creating Slide Shows (i.e. PowerPoint) 
Q26:  Creating Interactive Presentations (i.e. Prezi) 
Q27:  Creating Graphics (i.e. Photoshop) 
Q28:  Creating & Editing Video/Audio (i.e. Director, iMovie) 
Q29:  Creating Websites (Web Design) 
Q30:  Using Online Library Resources 
 
Section 3: Use of Technology in Classes 
Q31:  Which of the following best describes your preference regarding the use of technology in 
your classes? 
[Choose one] 
1:  I prefer taking classes that have no technology component. 
2:  I prefer taking classes that use limited technology features (i.e, just email to/from instructors). 
3:  I prefer taking classes that use a moderate level of technology (i.e. some online activities and 
content) but also meet face-to-face. 
4:  I prefer taking classes that use technology extensively (i.e. computer simulations, streaming 
video lectures, etc) but also meet face-to-face. 
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5:  I prefer taking classes that are entirely online but also have the opportunity to meet face-to-
face or have a virtual meeting in real time. 
6:  I prefer taking classes that are entirely online with no face-to-face or virtual meetings. 
 
To what extent does each of the following statements describe your experiences in your previous 
classes? 
[Strongly Disagree (1), Disagree (2), Agree (3), Strongly Agree (4), Not Applicable (0)] 
Q32:  I feel more engaged in course activities that require me to use technology. 
Q33:  The use of technology in my classes generally meets my expectations. 
Q34:  The use of technology in a class helps increase my interest in the subject matter. 
Q35:  I primarily use technology in a course to improve the presentation of my work. 
Q36:  I get better grades in courses that use technology. 
Q37:  I learn more in courses that use technology. 
Q38:  Students need more training for using technology in their courses. 
Q39:  Instructors need more training for using technology in their courses. 
 
To what extent has the use of technology in previous classes helped you? 
[Strongly Disagree (1), Disagree (2), Agree (3), Strongly Agree (4), Not Applicable (0)] 
Q40:  The use of technology in class has helped me better understand complex or abstract 
concepts. 
Q41:  The use of technology in classes has helped me to better communicate with the instructor.  




Q43:  The use of technology in courses has resulted in prompt feedback from the instructor. 
Q44:  The use of technology in courses provides more opportunities for practice and 
reinforcement. 
Q45:  Classes that use technology are more likely to focus on real-world tasks and examples. 
Q46:  Classes that use technology allow me to take greater control of my class activities (e.g., 
planning, apportioning time, noting success and failure). 
 
Section 4: Use of Learning Management Systems (LMS) 
Q47:  Which of the following Learning Management System (LMS) platforms have you used? 
[Check all that apply] 
Q47A:  Illinois Compass (an implementation of Blackboard Learn) 
Q47B:  Blackboard Learn (an implementation other than Illinois Compass) 
Q47C:  Learn@Illinois (an implementation of Moodle) 
Q47D:  Moodle (an implementation other than Learn@Illinois) 
Q47E:  Desire2Learn 
Q47F:  Canvas by Instructure 
Q47G:  Google Classroom 
Q47H:  Edmodo 
Q47I:  Schoology 
Q47J:  Sakai 




Q48:  Thinking about the LMS platform with which you are most familiar, please rate your 
overall skill level. 
 Unskilled (1), Some Skills (2), Proficient (3), Expert (4), Have Not Used (0) 
 
Q49:  How would you describe your overall experience using LMS platforms? 
 Very Negative (1), Negative (2), Positive (3), Very Positive (4), Have Not Used (0) 
 
How did the following LMS features helped to improve your class performance in previous 
classes? 
[Very Negative Effect (1), Negative Effect (2), Positive Effect (3), Very Positive Effect (4), Did 
Not Use (0)] 
Q50:  Course Syllabus 
Q51:  Online Readings and Text-Based Course Materials 
Q52:  Online Discussions (questions, comments, and responses) 
Q53:  Preparing for Exams and Quizzes 
Q54:  Taking Exams and Quizzes Online 
Q55:  Submitting Assignments Online 
Q56:  Getting Feedback from Instructors 
Q57:  Sharing Materials and Information with Classmates 





Q59:  Did you encounter any of these barriers to using technology for your previous 
coursework? 
[Check all that apply] 
Q59A:  I didn’t have the necessary skills to use the technology. 
Q59B:  I didn’t have the technical support I needed. 
Q59C:  The technology was too expensive. 
Q59D:  I didn’t have sufficient access to a computer. 
Q59E:  I didn’t have sufficient access to a printer. 
Q59F:  The applications didn’t run on my computer. 
Q59G:  I had trouble connecting to the Internet or didn’t have reliable Internet access. 
Q59H:  OTHER 
 





Technology Engagement Experience Scale (TechEngExp) Q32 - 37 
Tech Training Scale (TechTraining) Q38-39 
Use of Technology Scale (TechUse) Q40-46 
LMS Features Effect Scale (LMSfeat) Q50-58 





Student Post-course Survey 
Q0:  I AGREE to participate in this study and attest that I am at least 18 years of age 
0: No  [Leads to Exit Page] 
1: Yes 
 
Section 1: Demographic Information 
Q1:  Name  
Q2:  NetID  
ID:  Anonymous ID# 
 
Q3:  I AGREE to participate in this study and attest that I am at least 18 years of age 
0: No  [Leads to Exit Page] 
1: Yes 
 
Q4:  What is your sex? 
1:  Female 
2:  Male 
 
Q5:  What is your age? 





Q6:  What is your cumulative GPA? 
1:  Less than 2.0 
2:  2.0 – 2.49  
3:  2.5 – 2.99 
4:  3.0 – 3.49 
5:  3.5 – 4.0 
6:  None (this is my first semester) 
7:  I don’t know 
 
Q7:  What is your Academic Standing? 
1:  Freshman 
2:  Sophomore 
3:  Junior 
4:  Senior 
5:  Grad Student 
6:  Non-degree Seeking Student 
 
Q8:  What is your Student Status? 
1:  Full Time Student 
2:  Part Time Student 





Q9:  What is your Campus Status? 
1:  I am enrolled in an On-campus Program, taking THEA 101 online 
2:  I am enrolled in an Online Program, taking THEA 101 online 
3:  I am a Non-degree Seeking Student, taking THEA 101 online 
 
Q10:  What discipline(s) are you majoring in? 
[Check all that apply] 
Q10A:  Social Sciences 
Q10B:  Physical Sciences 
Q10C:  Humanities 
Q10D:  Visual Arts 
Q10E:  Performing Arts, including Theatre, Dance and Music 
Q10F:  Life Sciences, including Agriculture and Crop Sciences 
Q10G:  Health Sciences, including Medicine and Nursing 
Q10H:  Education, including Physical Education 
Q10I:  Engineering, including Chemical Engineering 
Q10J:  Architecture, Landscape Architecture, or Urban Planning 
Q10K:  Business 
Q10L:  Undeclared 
Q10M:  OTHER 
 
Q11:  What is your citizenship status? 
1:  United States Citizen 
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2:  Permanent Resident of United States 
3:  Temporary Resident of United States (international student) 
4:  Other – Citizen and resident of another country, not living in the US 
 
Q12:  Growing up, how would you define your household income and wealth? 
[Choose what you feel fits best for your household] 
1:  We were poor 
2:  We were working class 
3:  We were middle class 
4:  We were upper-middle class 
5:  We were affluent 
6:  We were rich 
 
Q13:  Growing up, how much access did you have to the Internet through electronic devices? 
[Choose what you feel fits best for you] 
1:  I did not use the Internet growing up 
2:  I had very little access to the Internet 
3:  I used the Internet at school and in technology labs 
4:  I accessed the Internet through a device I shared with my family 
5:  I accessed the Internet through my own device 





Section 2: Use of Technology in THEA 101 
Q14:  Based on your experiences in THEA 101, what are your preferences regarding the use of 
technology in your classes? [Choose one] 
 
1:  I prefer taking classes that have no technology component. 
2:  I prefer taking classes that use limited technology features (i.e, just email to/from instructors). 
3:  I prefer taking classes that use a moderate level of technology (i.e. some online activities and 
content) but also meet face-to-face. 
4:  I prefer taking classes that use technology extensively (i.e. computer simulations, streaming 
video lectures, etc) but also meet face-to-face. 
5:  I prefer taking classes that are entirely online but also have the opportunity to meet face-to-
face or have a virtual meeting in real time. 
6:  I prefer taking classes that are entirely online with no face-to-face or virtual meetings. 
 
Q15:  Has your preference regarding online classes changed because of your experiences with 
THEA 101? [Choose one] 
1:  I have a much more negative view of taking online classes. 
2:  I have a slightly more negative view of taking online classes. 
3:  My view of taking online classes has not changed. 
4:  I have a slightly more positive view of taking online classes. 




To what extent does each of the following statements describe your experiences after taking 
THEA 101? 
[Strongly Disagree (1), Disagree (2), Agree (3), Strongly Agree (4), Not Applicable (0)] 
Q16:  I feel more engaged in course activities that require me to use technology. 
Q17:  The use of technology in my classes generally meets my expectations. 
Q18:  The use of technology in a class helps increase my interest in the subject matter. 
Q19:  I primarily use technology in a course to improve the presentation of my work. 
Q20:  I get better grades in courses that use technology. 
Q21:  I learn more in courses that use technology. 
Q22:  Students need more training for using technology in their courses. 
Q23:  Instructors need more training for using technology in their courses. 
 
To what extent has the use of technology in previous classes helped you? 
[Strongly Disagree (1), Disagree (2), Agree (3), Strongly Agree (4), Not Applicable (0)] 
Q24:  The use of technology in class has helped me better understand complex or abstract 
concepts. 
Q25:  The use of technology in classes has helped me to better communicate with the instructor.  
Q26:  The use of technology in courses has helped me communicate and collaborate with my 
classmates. 
Q27:  The use of technology in courses has resulted in prompt feedback from the instructor. 
Q28:  The use of technology in courses provides more opportunities for practice and 
reinforcement. 
Q29:  Classes that use technology are more likely to focus on real-world tasks and examples. 
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Q30:  Classes that use technology allow me to take greater control of my class activities (e.g., 
planning, apportioning time, noting success and failure). 
 
Q31:  Based on your experiences in THEA 101, how do you feel you would have preferred to 
take the class? 
[Choose one] 
1:  I prefer that this class was 100% Online (no scheduled meetings).  
2:  I would have preferred to take this class with an Online Live Session. (Weekly online 
meetings) 
3:  I would have preferred to take this class in a Flipped format. (Materials online, small in-
person discussion sections) 
4:  I would have preferred to take this class in a Live Lecture format. (Face to Face) 
 
Q32:  Was there a specific technology or technique that was not used that could have improved 
THEA 101 as an Online class? 
[LONG PARAGRAPH] 
 
Q33:  Was there a specific technology or technique used in THEA 101 that made the Online 







Section 3: Use of Learning Management Systems (LMS) 
Q34:  How skilled were you with the [LMS NAME] Platform to access course materials before 
you started taking THEA 101? 
 Unskilled (1), Some Skills (2), Proficient (3), Expert (4), Had Not Used (0) 
 
Q35:  Compared to other Learning Management System (LMS) platforms that you have used, 
how does [LMS NAME] perform? 
 Much Worse (1), Slightly Worse (2), Slightly Better (3), Much Better(4), Have not used 
others (0) 
 
Q36:  At this point in the course, how do you rate your overall skill level using [LMS NAME]? 
 Unskilled (1), Some Skills (2), Proficient (3), Expert (4) 
 
How did the following LMS features help your experience in THEA 101? 
[Very Negative Effect (1), Negative Effect (2), Positive Effect (3), Very Positive Effect (4), Did 
Not Use (0)] 
Q37:  Course Syllabus 
Q38:  Online Readings and Text-Based Course Materials 
Q39:  Online Discussions (questions, comments, and responses) 
Q40:  Preparing for Exams and Quizzes 
Q41:  Taking Exams and Quizzes Online 
Q42:  Submitting Assignments Online 
Q43:  Getting Feedback from Instructors 
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Q44:  Getting Feedback from Classmates in Discussion 
Q45:  Sharing Materials and Information with Classmates 
Q46:  Keeping Track of Grades 
 
 
Q47:  Did you encounter any of these barriers to using technology in THEA 101? 
[Check all that apply] 
Q47A:  I didn’t have the necessary skills to use the technology. 
Q47B:  I didn’t have the technical support I needed. 
Q47C:  The technology was too confusing. 
Q47D:  I didn’t have sufficient access to a computer. 
Q47E:  I didn’t have sufficient access to a printer. 
Q47F:  The LMS Platform didn’t work well on my computer. 
Q47G:  I had trouble connecting to the Internet or didn’t have reliable Internet access. 
Q47H:  OTHER 
 
Q48:  Do you think any of the following activities would have been beneficial to incorporate into 
THEA 101? 
[Check all that apply] 
Q48A:  Video Lectures 
Q48B:  Scheduled Online Class Meetings 
Q48C:  Peer Review of Assignments 
Q48D:  Group Projects 
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Q48E:  OTHER 
 








APPENDIX C: EPS 415 SURVEY CODE BOOK 
Student Survey 
 
Q1:  I AGREE to participate in this study, to have my class participation cited anonymously, and 
affirm that I am 18 years of age or older. 
0: No [Leads to Exit Page] 
1: Yes 
 
Section 1: Demographic Information 
Q2:  Name 
 Fill in the blank 
 
Q3:  NetID 
 Fill in the blank 
 











Q6:  What is your age? 
 Fill in the blank (numeric integer) 
 
Q7:  What is your Academic Status? 
1. Undergraduate Student 
2. Masters Student 
3. Doctoral Student 
4. Non-degree Seeking Student 
 
Q8:  What is your Student Status? 
1. Full Time Student 
2. Part Time Student 
3. Non-degree Seeking Student 
 
Q9:  What is your Campus Status? 
1. I am enrolled in an On-campus Program 
2. I am enrolled in an Online Program 
3. I am a Non-degree Seeking Student 
 
Q10:  What is your citizenship status? 
1. United States Citizen 
2. Permanent Resident of United States 
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3. Temporary Resident of United States (international student) 
4. Other – Citizen and resident of another country, not living in the US 
 
Q11:  Growing up, how would you define your household income and wealth? 
[Choose what you feel fits best for your household] 
1. We were poor 
2. We were working class 
3. We were middle class 
4. We were upper-middle class 
5. We were affluent 
6. We were rich 
 
Q12:  Growing up, how much access did you have to the Internet through electronic devices? 
[Choose what you feel fits best for you] 
1. I did not use the Internet growing up 
2. I had very little access to the Internet 
3. I used the Internet at school and in technology labs 
4. I accessed the Internet through a device I shared with my family 
5. I accessed the Internet through my own device 






Section 2: Use of Learning Technology 
Thinking of yourself as a Learner, what are your preferences regarding the use of technology in 
your classes?    
[Strongly Disagree (1), Disagree (2), Agree (3), Strongly Agree (4), Not Applicable (0)] 
Q13:  I enjoy taking classes that have no technology component but meet face-to-face. 
Q14:  I enjoy taking classes that use limited technology features (i.e, just email to/from 
instructors) but also meet face-to-face. 
Q15:  I enjoy taking classes that use a moderate level of technology (i.e. some online activities 
and content) but also meet face-to-face. 
Q16:  I enjoy taking classes that use technology extensively (i.e. computer simulations, 
streaming video lectures, etc) but also meet face-to-face. 
Q17:  I enjoy taking classes that are entirely online but also have the opportunity to meet face-to-
face or have a virtual meeting in real time. 
Q18:  I enjoy taking classes that are entirely online with no face-to-face or virtual meetings. 
Q19:  I enjoy taking online classes that are highly structured, with specific tasks and weekly 
deadlines. 
Q20:  I enjoy taking online classes that are less structured, where I can work at my own pace. 
Q21:  I enjoy taking online classes where I don’t have to interact very much with my peers. 
Q22:  I enjoy taking online classes where I interact a lot with my peers. 





Q24:  Has your view of education technology changed because of your experiences with EPS 
415? [Choose one] 
1. I have a much more negative view of technology in education. 
2. I have a slightly more negative view of technology in education. 
3. My view of technology in education has not changed. 
4. I have a slightly more positive view of technology in education. 
5. I have a much more positive view of technology in education. 
 
Q25:  How skilled were you with the Moodle (i.e., Learn@Illinois) Platform to access course 
materials before you started taking EPS 415? 
 Unskilled (1), Some Skills (2), Proficient (3), Expert (4), Had Not Used (0) 
 
Q26:  Compared to other Learning Management System (LMS) platforms that you have used, 
how does the Learn@Illinois platform perform? 
 Much Worse (1), Slightly Worse (2), Slightly Better (3), Much Better(4), Have not used 
others (0) 
 
Q27:  How do you feel about the way that class materials were presented in Learn@Illinois? 
 Very Confusing (1), Somewhat Confusing (2), Understandable (3), Very Understandable 
(4) 
 
Q28:  At this point in the course, how do you rate your overall skill level using Learn@Illinois? 
 Unskilled (1), Some Skills (2), Proficient (3), Expert (4) 
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How did the following features help your experience in EPS 415? 
[Very Negative Effect (1), Negative Effect (2), Positive Effect (3), Very Positive Effect (4), Did 
Not Use (0)] 
Q29:  Course Syllabus 
Q30:  Online Readings and Text-Based Course Materials 
Q31:  Online Discussions (questions, comments, and responses) 
Q32:  Online Video Lectures 
Q33:  Getting Feedback from Instructors & TAs 
Q34:  Getting Feedback from Classmates in Discussion 
Q35:  Sharing Materials and Information with Classmates 
 
Q36:  Did you encounter any of these barriers to using technology in EPS 415? 
[Check all that apply] 
 I didn’t have the necessary skills to use the technology. 
 I didn’t have the technical support I needed. 
 The technology was too confusing. 
 I didn’t have sufficient access to a computer. 
 I didn’t have sufficient access to a printer. 
 The Learn@Illinois Platform didn’t work well on my computer. 






Q37:  How did your Project Team coordinate group work? (Check all that apply) 
 Using the Team Discussion Room in Blackboard Collaborate 
 Using the Messages feature in Learn@Illinois 
 Using group Emails sent to all team members 
 Using Google Docs 
 OTHER (Please Specify) 
 
Q38:  For what reason(s) did your Project Team use the technology you chose for group work 
coordination?  (Check all that apply) 
 This technology was readily accessible and/or convenient 
 A majority of team members were knowledgeable about this technology 
 At least one team member was knowledgeable about this technology and could teach 
others 
 This technology was better than options offered by the Learn@Illinois platform 
 Team members preferred using technology outside of the Learn@Illinois platform 
 
Q39:  What technology did your Project Team use to present your group work to the rest of the 
class?  (Please list the tool, platform, or website.) 
[SHORT ANSWER] 
 
Q40:  For what reason(s) did your Project Team use the technology you chose for group work 
presentation?  (Check all that apply) 
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 This technology was readily accessible and/or convenient 
 A majority of team members were knowledgeable about this technology 
 At least one team member was knowledgeable about this technology and could teach 
others 
 This technology was better than options offered by the Learn@Illinois platform 
 Team members preferred using technology outside of the Learn@Illinois platform 
 
Q41:  Was there a specific technology or technique that was not used that could have improved 
EPS 415 as an Online class? 
[LONG PARAGRPH] 
 
Q42:  Was there a specific technology or technique used in EPS 415 that made the Online class 
more difficult for you? 
[LONG PARAGRAPH] 
 
How often did you consider the following factors when you used the Learn@Illinois platform as 
a student in EPS 415? 
[Almost Never (1), Seldom (2), Often (3), Almost Always (4), Not Applicable (0)] 
Q43:  My peers may make judgments about me based on what I post in Class Discussion. 
Q44:  My instructors may make judgments about me based on what I post in Class Discussions. 
Q45:  I need to be careful about how I word things in Class Discussions to make sure my point is 
conveyed clearly. 
Q46:  I need to take the feelings of others into account when I post in Class Discussions. 
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Q47:  There are some things that I believe, which I cannot post in Class Discussions because my 
peers may view them unfavorably. 
Q48:  There are some things that I believe, which I cannot post in Class Discussions because my 
instructors may view them unfavorably. 
Q49:  My peers may make judgments about me based on how frequently I post in Class 
Discussions. 
Q50:  My instructors may make judgments about me based on how frequently I post in Class 
Discussions. 
Q51:  My instructors are able to not only see my posts but also how often, how long, and at what 
time and date I accessed any course materials. 
 
Q52:  Is there anything that you think should be done to make EPS 415 a better course? 
[LONG PARAGRAPH] 
 





APPENDIX D: THEA 101 SURVEY ANALYSIS 
 
H1: There will be no significant difference in expressed attitude toward the need for 
technology training observed across LMS platforms. 
Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 
Dependent Variable: Technology Training Scale 
Source 
Type III Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 
Corrected Model .358a 3 .119 .170 .916 
Intercept 1859.650 1 1859.650 2655.618 .000 
Platform .358 3 .119 .170 .916 
Error 179.969 257 .700   
Total 2092.750 261    
Corrected Total 180.328 260    
a. R Squared = .002 (Adjusted R Squared = -.010) 
 
ANOVA found when considering all LMS platforms, no significant difference emerged in the 
post-test attitudes toward need for participant training.  The Technology Training Scale is the 
mean score of two questions dealing with how much learners agree with the idea that there needs 






H2: There will be no significant difference in expressed effect of LMS features helping to 
improve the class performance of learners across LMS platforms. 
Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 
Dependent Variable: LMS Features Effect Scale 
Source 
Type III Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 
Corrected Model 1.499a 3 .500 1.564 .199 
Intercept 2423.896 1 2423.896 7583.433 .000 
Platform 1.499 3 .500 1.564 .199 
Error 80.547 252 .320   
Total 2576.494 256    
Corrected Total 82.046 255    
a. R Squared = .018 (Adjusted R Squared = .007) 
 
ANOVA found when considering all LMS platforms, no significant difference emerged in the 
post-test participant evaluation of LMS feature effect.  The LMS Features Effect Scale is a mean 
score of how learners rated the effectiveness of nine common LMS features, as described in the 








H3: There will be no significant difference in expressed attitude toward use of technology 
in classes being helpful to achieving learning goals across LMS platforms. 
Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 
Dependent Variable: Use of Technology Scale 
Source 
Type III Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 
Corrected Model .076a 3 .025 .081 .970 
Intercept 2346.975 1 2346.975 7511.525 .000 
Platform .076 3 .025 .081 .970 
Error 78.737 252 .312   
Total 2499.102 256    
Corrected Total 78.813 255    
a. R Squared = .001 (Adjusted R Squared = -.011) 
 
ANOVA found when considering all LMS platforms, no significant difference emerged in the 
post-test of participant self-reporting of technology use.  The Use of Technology Scale is a mean 
score of how much students agree that use of technology helped them achieve seven class goals, 








H4: There will be no significant difference in expressed experience of technology 
engagement reported by learners across LMS platforms. 
Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 
Dependent Variable: Technology Engagement Experience Scale 
Source 
Type III Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 
Corrected Model .190a 3 .063 .195 .900 
Intercept 2243.306 1 2243.306 6895.589 .000 
Platform .190 3 .063 .195 .900 
Error 82.632 254 .325   
Total 2414.833 258    
Corrected Total 82.823 257    
a. R Squared = .002 (Adjusted R Squared = -.009) 
 
ANOVA found when considering all LMS platforms, no significant difference emerged in the 
post-test perceived level of technology engagement.  The Technology Engagement Experience 
Scale is a mean score of how much students agree that technology helps keep them engaged in 








H5: There will be no significant difference in expressed preference regarding the use of 
technology in classes reported by learners across LMS platforms. 
Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 
Dependent Variable: Tech Preference 
Source 
Type III Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 
Corrected Model .602a 3 .201 .117 .950 
Intercept 3861.337 1 3861.337 2248.125 .000 
Platform .602 3 .201 .117 .950 
Error 448.289 261 1.718   
Total 4429.000 265    
Corrected Total 448.891 264    
a. R Squared = .001 (Adjusted R Squared = -.010) 
 
ANOVA found when considering all LMS platforms, no significant difference emerged in the 
post-test attitudes toward preference of using technology in education.  The Tech Preference 
scale is an analysis of Post-Test Question 11: “Based on your experiences in THEA 101, what 








H6: There will be no significant difference in expressed attitude toward the need for 
technology training observed between the pre-test and post-test surveys. 
Descriptive Statistics 
Dependent Variable: Technology Training Scale 
Pre or Post Mean Std. Deviation N 
Pre-Test Survey 2.7889 .74018 225 
Post-Test Survey 2.7069 .83281 261 
Total 2.7449 .79153 486 
 
Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 
Dependent Variable: Technology Training Scale  
Source 
Type III Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 
Corrected Model .812a 1 .812 1.297 .255 
Intercept 3649.609 1 3649.609 5828.780 .000 
Test .812 1 .812 1.297 .255 
Error 303.050 484 .626   
Total 3965.500 486    
Corrected Total 303.862 485    
a. R Squared = .003 (Adjusted R Squared = .001) 
 
ANOVA found when considering all LMS platforms, no significant difference emerged from 
between pre-test and post-test in participant attitudes on need for Technology Training indicated 
by the same scale used in H1. 
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H7: There will be no significant difference in expressed effect of LMS features helping to 
improve the class performance of learners between the pre-test and post-test surveys. 
Descriptive Statistics 
Dependent Variable: LMS Features Effect Scale 
Pre or Post Mean Std. Deviation N 
Pre-Test Survey 3.1627 .52069 222 
Post-Test Survey 3.1215 .56723 256 
Total 3.1406 .54593 478 
 
Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 
Dependent Variable: LMS Features Effect Scale 
Source 
Type III Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 
Corrected Model .201a 1 .201 .675 .412 
Intercept 4695.304 1 4695.304 15743.347 .000 
Test .201 1 .201 .675 .412 
Error 141.962 476 .298   
Total 4856.951 478    
Corrected Total 142.164 477    
a. R Squared = .001 (Adjusted R Squared = -.001) 
 
ANOVA found when considering all LMS platforms, no significant difference emerged from 
between pre-test and post-test in participant evaluation of LMS Features indicated by the same 
scale used in H2. 
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H8: There will be no significant difference in expressed attitude toward use of technology 
in classes being helpful to achieving learning goals between the pre-test and post-test 
surveys. 
Descriptive Statistics 
Dependent Variable: Use of Technology Scale 
Pre or Post Mean Std. Deviation N 
Pre-Test Survey 3.0032 .53511 224 
Post-Test Survey 3.0748 .55594 256 
Total 3.0414 .54692 480 
 
Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 
Dependent Variable: Use of Technology Scale  
Source 
Type III Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 
Corrected Model .612a 1 .612 2.051 .153 
Intercept 4413.298 1 4413.298 14786.438 .000 
Test .612 1 .612 2.051 .153 
Error 142.668 478 .298   
Total 4583.245 480    
Corrected Total 143.281 479    
a. R Squared = .004 (Adjusted R Squared = .002) 
 
ANOVA found when considering all LMS platforms, no significant difference emerged from 
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 between pre-test and post-test in participant self-reporting of Technology Usage as indicated by 
the same scale used in H3. 
 
H9: There will be no significant difference in expressed experience of technology 
engagement reported by learners between the pre-test and post-test surveys. 
Descriptive Statistics 
Dependent Variable: Technology Engagement Experience Scale  
Pre or Post Mean Std. Deviation N 
Pre-Test Survey 2.7324 .66378 223 
Post-Test Survey 3.0065 .56769 258 
Total 2.8794 .62852 481 
 
Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 
Dependent Variable: Technology Engagement Experience Scale  
Source 
Type III Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 
Corrected Model 8.982a 1 8.982 23.817 .000 
Intercept 3939.456 1 3939.456 10446.436 .000 
Test 8.982 1 8.982 23.817 .000 
Error 180.636 479 .377   
Total 4177.611 481    
Corrected Total 189.617 480    





Dependent Variable: Technology Engagement Experience Scale  
Pre or Post Mean Std. Error 
95% Confidence Interval 
Lower Bound Upper Bound 
Pre-Test Survey 2.732 .041 2.652 2.813 
Post-Test Survey 3.006 .038 2.931 3.082 
 
ANOVA found when considering all LMS platforms, a significant difference emerged in 
perceived level of technology engagement as indicated by the same scale used in H4. 
 
H10: There will be no significant difference in expressed preference regarding the use of 
technology in classes reported by learners between the pre-test and post-test surveys. 
Descriptive Statistics 
Dependent Variable: Tech Preference  
Pre or Post Mean Std. Deviation N 
Pre-Test Survey 3.3009 1.06571 226 
Post-Test Survey 3.8755 1.30397 265 







Tests of Between-Subjects Effects 
Dependent Variable: Tech Preference  
Source 
Type III Sum of 
Squares df Mean Square F Sig. 
Corrected Model 40.270a 1 40.270 27.955 .000 
Intercept 6281.753 1 6281.753 4360.654 .000 
Test 40.270 1 40.270 27.955 .000 
Error 704.430 489 1.441   
Total 7147.000 491    
Corrected Total 744.701 490    
a. R Squared = .054 (Adjusted R Squared = .052) 
 
Estimates 
Dependent Variable: Tech Preference   
Pre or Post Mean Std. Error 
95% Confidence Interval 
Lower Bound Upper Bound 
Pre-Test Survey 3.301 .080 3.144 3.458 
Post-Test Survey 3.875 .074 3.731 4.020 
 
ANOVA found when considering all LMS platforms, a significant difference emerged in 
preference of using technology in education.  The Tech Preference measure compares Post-Test 
Question 14 to Pre-Test Question 31, “Which of the following best describes your preference 
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